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ABSTRACT 
Greed, Grief, A Gift.  
War-Traumatized Women And Contextualizing Expressive Arts Therapy 
by 
VAN HOUTEN Sjoukje Marloes 
Doctor of Philosophy 
This dissertation explores the universality of trauma-storing in the body and the need for 
contextualization when it comes to treatment. Of the two central themes addressed, the first 
is war-related trauma and the intersection of expressive arts therapy and South (East) Asia 
(Nepal and Hong Kong in particular) with its specific imagery, art, and culture, and to see how 
both feed into each another and can transform as a result.  The question is how to locally 
sensitize expressive arts therapy, which has its roots in Europe and the United States, to the 
Hong Kong setting; more specifically, to working with Nepali women who try to make Hong 
Kong their new home. The dissertation suggests a holistic, locally, and culturally sensitive 
approach to expressive arts therapy. This means adjusting the expressive arts framework and 
practices to the local and cultural setting, as well as looking at the resources (myths, dance 
forms, breathing practices, rituals, etc.) present in the local culture and including them in the 
anthropological approach to trauma transformation.  
 
The second theme addressed is the importance of critically reflecting on power within 
therapeutic relationships, especially in trauma treatment, and recognizing the ontological 
underpinnings underlying therapy as well as our ‘human self-concept’, which leads to the 
acknowledgement of only a certain type of human experience, that of conscious, self-aware 
subjects in control of their acts. The latter leaves little room for understanding traumatic 
experiences, in which trauma victims seem to be unable to remember or shape the traumatic 
event. In Walter Benjamin’s dissertation, any kind of representation of our personal and 
collective identities is seen as a curation. When approaching history as a ‘collection’ of 
memories, it creates room for traumatic experiences to exist. Benjamin’s dissertation is 
applied to understanding trauma in such a way where it is precisely the discontinuity, the 
disparities, the ruptures of history and memory that make trauma visible; these are the gifts 
handed to the next generation. It is the piecing together of fragments and uncertainties that 
transforms trauma into a space of insight, creating meaning from what is known and 
unknown, bridging the stories and images of history present in our implicit and explicit 
memory.  
 In the critical reflection on traumatology, a Foucauldian approach is taken regarding the 
therapist-client relationship. Foucault speaks of a top-down apparatus with policies that act 
under the guise of ‘protect and serve’, and language that frames the clients as a helpless 
victim in need of ‘betterment’ by the therapist. The only way for therapists to tackle the 
problem of trauma and psychotherapy, and to admit its social/cultural construction and the 
role of power, is to read themselves into the problem, to go beyond one-way mirroring, to 
analyze their pathology, and attempt to change patterns of communication that reproduce 
the psy-complex apparatus. In this thesis the latter is done by including the creative and 
analytic reflections of expressive arts therapists and of the author herself.  
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CHAPTER 1 ‘The introduction’ 
  
1.1 Introduction to the topic 
 
It’s February 2011, and I walked the streets of Budapest in search of the BUDAPEST 
BÁBSZÍNHÁZ (Budapest Puppet Theatre) where I would interview Erdősné Kalmár (“call me 
Eva”, a puppet artist and nonverbal therapist) of the Cordelia Foundation for the Victims of 
Organized Violence.1 I have been invited to Budapest by a Dutch institution to review their 
conflict transformation program, developed for their European partners. My first experience 
working on conflict transformation dates back to 1999 in Albania. I developed certain 
“burning questions” after 10 years of having been involved in the field of conflict 
transformation (in roles as diverse as volunteer, INGO project coordinator, researcher, artist, 
and movement instructor). Questions related to a) the role of the body in trauma healing, b) 
the need to critically evaluate the power relations inherent to the ‘therapy- apparatus’, and 
c) how to culturally sensitize therapy practices, like expressive arts and dance movement 
therapy, to the local contexts they are applied to.     
 
As soon as I arrive at the BUDAPEST BÁBSZÍNHÁZ, I and a friend I had taken along are warmly 
welcomed by Eva and her translator. Eva, a lady in her seventies with artistic charisma, 
immediately starts telling us about the puppet theatre and offers to give us a guided tour 
after the interview. She was first trained as a puppet artist and only later in psychotherapy. 
While following her to the canteen of the theatre, I look at her expressive face. When we 
pass a section with many puppets exhibited along the walls, or happily dangling in the air, 
Eva starts to share. As she speaks her face lights up; every dimple, curve, glow, seemed to 
encapsulate a part of the many stories the puppets also share. A world unto itself that opens 
up right in front of me. I wonder who breathes life into whom? One thing is certain: it’s an 
inviting and intriguing world, one which you would like to be a part of.   
   
                                                      
1 The Cordelia Foundation for the Victims of Organized Violence was established in 1996. The aim of their 
activities is to improve the mental state and quality of life of severely traumatized asylum-seekers, refugees 
with asylum or other humanitarian status, and their families, through complex psycho-social rehabilitation. The 
treatment of the psycho-social and somatic problems of this unique target group is a basic-service public-
benefit task, and the Cordelia Foundation is the only civil organization in Hungary which serves this role. Their 
professional team consists of therapists with multicultural experiences and training, and currently comprises 5 
psychiatrists, one psychologist, and one non-verbal therapist, who generally treat the refugee clients at the 
reception centres. http://www.cordelia.hu/index.php/en/ 
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After we settle down with our tea in the theatre’s canteen, one of the first things Eva says is, 
I learnt everything from my patients. It is very intuitive work. Sometimes all I do is to sit 
beside a female’s bed and hold her hand. That is my therapy at that moment. No more than 
physical touch, recognizing someone’s presence through my own presence. No more than 
offering human/physical connection”. Her second remark is, “my artistic training helped a lot 
in developing my sensory awareness and intuition, useful for my work with war trauma and 
torture victims”. A third remark opened a series of stories on cross cultural art therapy: “I 
had to learn through the years that working with certain stories, symbols, or in a certain 
format, works well for some, but for women from another culture not at all”. Fourth, Eva 
mentions that the Cordelia Foundation officially treats refugees and torture victims, however 
“everyone taken away from their ‘mother/land’ too early might need therapy”. 
‘Mother/land’ refers to a land of origin where a person feels he belongs, or when a person is 
taken too early from the safe environment of a ‘mother’ in a more symbolic way.   
 
All four remarks are striking to me, as well as her energetic embodiment of the words spoken. 
There is a certain ‘groundedness’ in Eva’s sharing that comes from years of experience, from 
eyes and ears that have witnessed refugee women’s stories from Yugoslavia, Somalia, Iraq, 
Afghanistan, and from moving beyond a strong focus on the “old school psychoanalysis part 
of Hungarian training of psychotherapists as well as art therapists” [quote from Eva] which 
regenerates the psycho-apparatus and the traditional power relations between therapist and 
client. It is the first interview I do on the theme of nonverbal therapy and treatment of war-
traumatized women. Although I am intrigued, I am also left with many questions on how a) 
the development of artistic skills can support cross-cultural trauma therapy, b) how to 
develop an understanding of the cultural differences and ‘worlding’ (Knill 2000; Faire 2012) 
of the women and adapt the treatment accordingly, c) how to find a balance between letting 
go of psychoanalysis frameworks and its inherent therapist-client power relations, to work 
more intuitively, but not to becoming just a nice girl next door that comes to show love, care, 
and kindness. At the end of the interview I make a last attempt to grasp the depth of Eva’s 
sharing, not just the words she spoke, but especially the words and worlds that seem to have 
a simple and grounded logic of their own, yet are beyond my capacity to understand. As a 
response, Eva shares some concrete stories of how working with certain symbols and colours 
works for women from Yugoslavia, but not from Afghanistan. Yet I am still not satisfied, my 
inability to understand that which cannot be easily put into words agitates me, and invites 
me to search deeper.  
4 
In the months after the interview I try to speak with other friends and acquaintances who 
work with the art and bodily approaches to trauma treatment in order to get my head around 
this “simple, grounded” logic of Eva’s sharing on nonverbal trauma treatment. Most of the 
responses I get are just as grounded and also put a lot of emphasis on the role of sensitivity 
and intuition. Even after this it remains quite vague to me, something you would need to 
experience or witness very closely to understand and be able to translate into an 
understandable narrative for the academic scene. This is precisely what has become the 
purpose of my PhD; to understand this other kind of logic when working on trauma treatment 
with a focus on the body and the arts. While writing I want to do justice to the in-depth 
processes that are not easily translated into narrative language. Therefore, I will complement 
the academic writing parts with visuals, poetry and movement clips, so as to indicate the 
interaction between the sensory world of kinetic knowing and the more traditional way of 
knowledge gathering and presentation.  
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1.2 Research problem 
 
The central theme of this thesis is that of war-related trauma and the intersection of 
expressive arts therapy and South Asia (Nepal and Hong Kong in particular) with its specific 
imaginary, art, and culture, and to see how both feed into each another and can transform 
as a result.  The focus will be on how to locally sensitize expressive arts therapy, which has 
its roots in Europe and the United States2, to the Hong Kong setting and, more specifically, 
to working with Nepali women who try to make Hong Kong their new home.  
 
Below I will elaborate on the key themes of this research: conflict, war-related trauma, 
expressive arts therapy and cross-culturalism. 
Political conflict & displacement  
Before investigating war-related-trauma, let us first have a look at the dynamics of conflict 
leading to trauma. In line with the change of conflict patterns in the last decades from 
interstate to intra-state conflicts –with many of the wars fought being civil wars - , 
international attention has shifted from an emphasis on nation-state security to an emphasis 
on human security. More recently, attention has shifted yet again to cultural resilience and 
security. Thompson et all. (2009: 11) write in Performance in Place: “the ‘theatre of war’ is 
no longer a distant battlefield, but close by in the street, the neighbourhood, the camp […] 
[contemporary wars are] connected more to identity than ideology or territory”. Nowadays, 
claims to power are based on “cultural forms, including differences in language, religion, 
history, ethnicity, nation/clan leading to the practice of reinventing or reconstructing 
identities from an archaic past” (ibid: 13). Let me provide two examples (in the form of 
quotes) related to the Nepali civil war from 1996-2006, of “how the theatre of war” is no 
longer far off, but close by, and the struggle for power is one that is built on cultural practices:
  
 
In the war period, there was a man of 40/45 years (A), and women of 40 years (B) who had a 
husband (C). The husband (C) of the lady (B) was disabled, ‘so’ then she (B) started a 
relationship with another man (A), who was a relative of hers.  So it was incest. The Maoists 
                                                      
2 Expressive art therapy is a relatively new field, its roots trace back to the 1970s (US, Lesley University in 
Boston) and later a daughter institute in Europe (Saas Fee, Switzerland) was founded (Levine & Levine ed. 
1999).   
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called the families of the women (B) and the man (A) together, and beat both the women (B) 
and the man (A) and made them confess in front of the whole community that they had illegal 
sex. After they confessed, they painted their faces black and tied horns of buffalo’s on their 
sides, and hung bells of buffalos on their waist and their hands were tied together with rope.3 
They had to walk around the whole village. They also had to work for six months for the 
Maoists; making gates to glorify the People Liberation Army martyrs, cook food for the PLA, 
bring woods and carry loads, and work as labourers of the Maoist leaders and their families 
(Respondent from Rukum VDC, Nepal) . 
 
Even now I don’t know who will help me or whom I can trust. Even people within my own 
household I don’t trust. My wife is fetching water at the moment; maybe she will not come 
back because she joined the Maoists (respondent from Urdi, Kamrot VDC, Nepal). 
Kaldor and Vashee eds. write that in civil wars, the mobilization campaigns of the warring 
factions are featured by physical and verbal threating, corruption, and the manipulation of 
religious beliefs/rituals and the media to make individuals do what they want (Kaldor and 
Vashee, eds. 1997: 7-19). As an example, David Maxwell highlights a case where the 
guerrilla’s in Zimbabwe’s liberation war of 1976-1980 used the religious beliefs of the 
Manyika’s in the Katerere chiefdom of Northern Nyanga district to recruit them for the 
guerrilla forces and gain access to the district.  
Hence, conflict dynamics have become more complex, and factors driving a conflict more 
difficult to pin down. Cultural heritage and the arts are such factors where it is not easy to 
find out what their impact on the conflict dynamics is. They can be used to strengthen or 
alter the political status quo, for example with the attempts of the ‘powers-to-be' to forbid 
intangible cultural heritage practices (e.g. dances, rituals, communal traditions) (Ashworth & 
Larkham 1994: 14; Thompson et all 2009: 2). The nature of contemporary conflicts 
(intrastate, identity groups fighting each other) make it such that the warring factions learn 
about each other’s cultural traditions, social practises, religious beliefs and sanctuaries, and 
use this knowledge for the development of their military strategies (Thomas & Allen 2000: 
180).  
                                                      
3 These cultural practices of moral punishment in public were used also outside of the war context. Within the 
context of war, both the moral punishment cultural practices, as well as the ritual to honour people by naming 
natural resources or newly build objects like gates, were used by the Maoists to enforce their claim to power. 
     
7 
Another characteristic of contemporary conflicts is that they are, more often than not, 
chronic. Alvarez- Castillo (2006: 81) writes “it is difficult to demarcate the beginning or end 
of conflict, and what can be considered post-conflict is susceptible to reversal”. With high 
chances for new conflict escalation, the representation of the violent past becomes “a 
struggle over power and who gets to decide the future” (de Binto, Enriquez & Aguilar 2001). 
This mediation, the ‘de- and reconstruction’ of the meaning of culture, is at the heart of the 
writings of cultural studies theorists – with the questions they pose and attempt to answer 
centering around the topic of representation, how the world is socially constructed and 
represented both to and by us in meaningful ways (Biehl and Locke 2010). Cultural expression 
also serves as an identity marker for groups and individuals; an exclusive process leading to 
citizenship and ‘the right to exist’ for some and loss of belonging for others (Nandy 2002). 
Benjamin describes it as follows: “collecting is the redemption of things which is to 
complement the redemption of man” (Arendt 2007: 42). Hence, any kind of cultural and 
historic representation of our personal and collective identities is to be seen as a curation. 
    
The representation, shaping, and negotiation of social and collective memory by cultural 
expression and art practices can be a source of strength in processing loss and (re) building 
individual and collective cultures, but it can also sustain a sense of loss, deprivation, 
marginalisation, affronts and discrimination, thereby fuelling new conflict (Arthur 1997:234). 
Let me show how this negotiation of power through cultural expression (including rituals and 
art practices, amongst other things) works in practice: 
 
Before, during and after Nepal’s civil war, the United Communist Party Nepal-the Maoists 
(UCPN-M)4 engaged in rituals to negotiate their position of power. So too did the other 
warfare actors: the Monarchy (including the army), the Nepali Congress (NC) Party, the 
Communist Party of Nepal-the United Marxists-Leninists (CPN-UML), and others. An 
Internally Displaced Person (IDP) from a village in the Rukum District explained how the UCPN-
M had made use of the symbolic power of ritual services to demand obedience and establish 
a firm position of authority at a local level. 5  
 
                                                      
4  The UCPN-M was established in January 2009 when the Communist Party of Nepal-the Maoists (CPN-M) 
unified with the Communist Party of Nepal (Unity Center-Masal). 
5 For security reasons the VDC and village name are not identified. 
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“People of a political party other than the UCPN-M were not allowed to stay in the village. 
The Maoists compelled the Damais [Dalits] to play the drums, which they traditionally only 
played at funerals. The Maoists meant to say to us: if you do not leave the village immediately, 
we will make sure that it will not take long before a burial will happen. If you do not obey our 
commands, we will come to kill you and your family” (Houten 2011: 12).  
 
The plurality of memory in connection to cultural expression creates the tension between its 
use for good or bad, in a stabilizing or destabilizing way.  The shift in conflict dynamics also 
caused a shift in conflict impact, where blurred lines between combatants and non-
combatants and the use of atrocity/rape /siege often leads to the development of a culture 
of fear, distrust of community and on a household level, an increase of civil casualties and 
refugees6 as well as internally displaced persons, and trauma among of the local population 
(Miall et all 1998; Alvarez-Castillo 2006: 81; Rambotham et all 2005: 82). The number of 
people who fled their homes or lived in exile in 2014 was greater than in any previous year 
since the era following World War II, according to the UNHCR. “There were 59.5 million 
forcibly displaced people (refugees, asylum seekers and internally displaced people) in 2014, 
up from 51.2 million in 2013”.7  
 
Here the first part of the proposed title for this research becomes clear: in today’s conflict 
dynamics, the Greed for power of identity groups and (potential) conflict actors generally 
results in human loss and communal/individual Grief.  The process of recovery after an intra-
state war is not just a matter of military and economic recovery. For individuals and their 
families, the process of recovery from traumatizing experiences can take a long time (Foek 
1998: 13). Building community and individual resilience to overcome the deeply traumatic 
effects of war are thus at the heart of post-war reconstruction and development. In this 
context, community or cultural resilience can be defined as “...the capacity of a distinct 
community or cultural system to absorb disturbance and reorganize while undergoing 
change so as to retain key elements of structure and identity that preserve its distinctness” 
(Healy 2006). When approaching the concept resilience more philosophically, we can ask 
ourselves how it is possible for an “accident” to transform itself into “A Gift”. This question 
                                                      
6 The 1951 Refugee Convention states that a refugee is someone who "owing to a well-founded fear of being 
persecuted for reasons of race, religion, nationality, membership of a particular social group or political opinion, 
is outside the country of his nationality, and is unable to, or owing to such fear, is unwilling to avail himself of 
the protection of that country."  
7 UNHCR, A world at war. Global trends. Forced displacement in 2014.    http://unhcr.org/2014trends/ 
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is posed by S. Levine in the introduction of the book Poiesis. The Language of Psychology and 
the Speech of the Soul (1992). How can we make sense of an unwanted and sudden event 
that shakes the foundations of our existence? Levine answers his own question in a beautiful  
10 
way, highlighting that the “accident” can only become a “gift” if there are others who receive 
this gift and confirm its value (ibid: xv).   
 
In the attempts of international organizations to build resilience and bring transformative 
post-war healing, a connection with indigenous knowledge and practices has increasingly 
been made (Jordan 1987; Levine & Levine 2011). Art has been employed to help people move 
away (de-center) from their trauma, look at it from a third actor perspective, and to restore 
their feeling of agency (Knill, Levine & Levine 2005; Dolstra 2009; Levine & Levine 2011).  
 
Expressive arts and traumatology  
Local cultural resources (like myths, rituals, songs, breathing and movement practices) can 
facilitate people in (re) discovering their identities; making sense of the ‘accident’ that 
happened to them. Case studies show that arts can be a way to learn ‘to be with the trauma’ 
and a means through which others receive the ‘gift’ identified in the “accident” (Ibid 2005). 
Cultural expression and the arts convey messages about the lives we lived, the things we 
have gone through and the stories we are living today. We communicate to others that we 
exist and have the right to exist, irrespective  of the horrific events we might have gone 
through. The “others”, those listening to our story, (re)acknowledge our existence and the 
value of our transformed lives simply by listening and hearing (Levine & Levine 2011: 210- 
227). Expressive art therapy is a relatively new field, its roots trace back to the 1970s (US, 
Lesley University in Boston), and later a daughter institute in Europe (Saas Fee, Switzerland) 
was founded (Levine & Levine ed. 1999).   
 
Intermodal therapy involves two or more art modalities. Its aim is “to foster awareness, 
encourage emotional growth, and enhance relationships with others” (Malchiodi 2005). The 
distinction from other disciplines of art therapy, like music therapy, is the interrelatedness of 
the arts.  
 
Each of the expressive therapies involve action, however, they also have inherent differences 
(Knill et al. 1995). For example, visual expression is conducive to more private, isolated work 
and may lend itself to enhancing the process of individuation; music often taps feeling and 
may lend itself to socialization when people collaborate in song or in simultaneously playing 
instruments; and dance/movement offer opportunities to interact and form relationships. In 
11 
other words, each form of expressive therapy has its unique properties and roles in 
therapeutic work depending on its application, practitioner, client, setting, and objectives 
(Malchiodi 2005: 3).  
 
One of the focal points and objectives of the field of expressive arts therapy is to draw on the 
arts to facilitate transformation processes of individuals and communities, for example for 
those who suffered from war-related trauma (MacLeod & Lebaron 2014). “It is surprising 
how little research exists on how collective ceremonies affect the mind and brain and how 
they might prevent or alleviate trauma” (Van der Kolk 2015: 336). This quote from the book 
The Body Keeps the Score Brain, mind and body in the healing of trauma introduces a chapter 
in which trauma specialist, Dr. Bessel Van der Kolk, explores the power of theatre in working 
with trauma.8 It is not just pertaining to collective ceremonies and theatre in relation to 
trauma transformation that little research exists, few also are facts about how expressive 
arts therapy as a discipline, its concepts and practices, work or need to be adjusted to a local 
setting outside the US and Europe. James Hillman (2008) states the following in relation to 
the cultural sensitivity of psychotherapy (including expressive arts) “what I think is very 
important for psychotherapy to find its roots in its culture and its geography—it has to be 
true to the spirit of the land on which it exists”. In the Asian context this gives rise to a 
question posed by Shaun McNiff in the book “Art therapy in Asia” (2012:15) “How does one 
practice [expressive] art therapy in communities where the expression of personal conflict 
and negative feelings is traditionally viewed as threatening the larger social harmony”,  and 
how does one extend this question on cross culturalism from a focus on Eastern Asia, like 
Hong Kong and China, to South Asia with its particular ideas on trauma and (expressive arts) 
therapy?  
 
Particularly in relation to trauma and PTSD-like constructs, it is important to realize that these 
are only recently developed constructs used to describe, identify, and treat psychological 
suffering in Western ethnopsychiatry. In their article ‘Nepali Concepts of Psychological 
Trauma: The Role of Idioms of Distress, Ethnopsychology and Ethnophysiology in Alleviating 
Suffering and Preventing Stigma’, Brandon Kohrt and Daniel Hruschka emphasize that the 
labels ‘trauma’ or ‘PTSD’ free up global resources for humanitarian and legal aid, but at the 
                                                      
8  In Van Der Kolk’s analysis regarding collective ceremonies and theatre in trauma transformation he notes, 
after reviewing different programs, that “despite the differences, all these programs share a common 
foundation, confrontation of the painful realities of life and symbolic transformation through communal action”. 
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same time also negatively impact the well-being, treatment seeking and stigma of those 
affected (2010: 325). In Cambodia, Nepal, and Sri Lanka, for example, traumatic experiences 
are seen as karma transferring past life sins or family member sins into personal loss (Frence 
1994; Miller 2009). “Some families were reluctant to seek care for psychological trauma 
because of the stigma of revealing this bad karma” (Kohrt and Hruschka 2010: 322). Hence, 
constructs like ‘trauma’ and ‘PTSD’ might not fit within “non-Western frameworks of 
emotions, behaviour and perception […] understanding personal or social meanings and 
experiences of distress associated with traumatic events also is necessary for effective 
treatment” (Kohrt & Hruschka 2010: 323, 324).   
Martín Baró (1986P: 231) suggests shedding light on the resources of the Latin American 
peoples, wondering: “How is it possible that we, Latin American psychologists, have been 
unable to discover all that rich potential of virtues in our peoples and that, consciously or 
subconsciously, we turn our eyes to other countries and other cultures when it comes time 
to define objectives and ideals?”. We could outline the same question for expressive arts 
therapy imported as a ‘healing product’ to Eastern Asia, which in itself houses a culture with 
rich resources, i.e. in ancient healing practices (like Chinese food therapy), movement 
practices (like tai chi and qi gong), breathing practices, and traditional songs/stories and 
dances. Locating expressive arts within China/Hong Kong and the minority communities 
there presents opportunities for expanding and adjusting the scope of art therapy. For 
example, the Buddhist and Taoist concentration “on the present, the beginner’s mind, 
sensations, constant change, compassion, the interconnectedness of all things, and the 
sensitivity for limits of spoken language and conceptualization, present one of the most 
natural theories of art therapy practice in Asian and beyond” (Kalmanowitz, Chan, Potash 
eds. 2012: 15). 
Besides the search for cultural sensitivity and adaptation of expressive arts to China/Hong 
Kong, I question how expressive arts therapists can act as witnesses/catalysts in relation to 
an individual who is a part of a larger community as they journey through healing and 
transformation towards their metaphorical ‘home’.  Dr. Melinda Meyer did research amongst 
Bosnian refugees in Norway and posed the following questions:   
 
Where is home? Is home where a person has a bed, where his or her parents live, where the 
person has a job, where his or her children are, where friends are, where the political values 
are congruent with a persona’s own values? Is it a psychological state or is it a feeling of being 
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at home within oneself? Does one need to repatriate if one can achieve a state of being 
authentic. Being oneself and being present wherever one is in the world?” (2007: 21).   
While many definitions can be given, or questions posed, I would like to work with a personal 
definition that has developed over the years of working with people who left their 
mother/land too early. ‘Home’ for me refers to a state of being well-connected with self, 
others and nature, where we take responsibility for the lives, communities we create and the 
city we are a part of. It is also an identity; the feeling that I am wished for, planned, planted 
and celebrated as a human being.  
 
To research the traumatized individual and community’s recovery journey, I chose to use the 
concept ‘transformation’ and not resilience. Ten years after the Indian Ocean tsunami of 
2004 and the multiple projects launched and financially granted under the flag of “promoting 
community resilience”, the term seems to have lost its credibility. Amongst researchers, 
artists working on community projects, and within the communities in which the ‘resilience’ 
projects are launched, talking about the term ‘resilience’ leads to resistance and fatigue. 
Although the term officially refers to the inherent capacity of a community or individual to 
absorb adversity, as well as to the ability to bounce back afterwards, resilience started to be 
interpreted only in the latter way. The term “transformation” seems to be less victimizing 
(with one aid deliverer and a recipient) and in its interpretation, offer more room for 
communities and individuals to grow, rather than only bounce back after an adversity.   
 
To define ‘transformation’, I use the ‘rites of passage’ and ‘liminality’ notion of Van Gennep 
(1960) and Turner (1969). Both acknowledge that transformation happens through a three-
part structure (separation/deconstruction, liminal period, re-assimilation/reconstruction). 
Anthropologist Edith Turner calls liminality “a doorway stage” or a “time of process in action” 
that is generative in nature (2012: 168). For the artist/participants in this inquiry, the shaping 
of the performance ritual and the vernissage was an emergent, active process that generated 
creative ways of attending to their “betwixt and between” state of being (ibid: 2). For the 
form of the substance to change, the allowance of a ‘trans’ period is necessary, where the 
old no longer exists and the new has not yet arrived. The liminal period is experienced as 
anxiety-provoking (Van Gennep 1960: 10) and rituals bear the function of “protecting the 
vulnerable individuals who are passing through them, and giving the others, the witnesses, a 
way of behaving in the presence of the instability in the social group that these changes 
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would otherwise create” (Beels 2007: 427; Haywood: 80). With therapy aiming at the 
restoration of a person to the place of human existence, “to the experience of embodied 
being in the world with others”, it can be seen as a ‘rite of restoration’. Its purpose is not to 
normalize clients, but to restore their sense-making of the world. The everyday world, a 
meaningful totality we share with others, and which human suffering makes us fall out of, 
leaving us with the experience of being alone in a meaningless world (Levine 2009: 44). 
 
When aiming to critically sensitize expressive arts therapy and researching the potential role 
its practitioners might play or not play in a healing and transformation process, the concept 
of power should be addressed. Ian Parker suggests taking a deconstructive approach in 
relation to psychotherapy: "the therapist has to be able to move up a level in their 
understanding of patterns of communication and see families [and individuals] as part of a 
network of meaning. Families [and individuals] reproduce images of pathology that are 
present in the culture, and these images are held in place by patterns of meaning that are 
interlaced with patterns of power” (1999: 6). Foucault’s work (1977; 1981) has been valuable 
in pointing out that therapists are encouraged to think they are able to change things; 
however, they are part of a dense network: the psy-complex. Parker indicates, in relation to 
this psy-complex, that psychologists systematically delude themselves about their power in 
this apparatus, making it difficult for them to develop a critical reflection on the role power 
plays in people’s experience of distress and in these people’s fraught relationships with 
professionals who are trying to help them (1999). The language used to frame the position 
of those who need help and those who are helped is deceptive (Gronemeyer 1992: 9).   
 
The only way for therapists to tackle the problem of trauma and psychotherapy, and admit 
its social/cultural construction and the role of power, is to read themselves into the problem, 
to go beyond one-way mirroring, to analyse their own pathology, and attempt to change 
patterns of communication that reproduce the psy-complex apparatus (Parker 1999:8). Or to 
reflect on Levine’s wording “the time is ripe for a major change […] we must move from a 
society of victimization to one of creative action […] psychotherapy is in need to transform 
itself” (2009:11). The transformation envisioned should address the assumptions 
underpinning traumatology and therapy, the power relations between the therapist and 
client, and the need for a holistic and locally sensitized approached to trauma.  
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Body-home and trauma treatment  
One of the ‘new waves’ identified in the field of cultural studies is to focus on the role of 
bodies and affect in politics and identity. This study will take ‘the body’ and movement as an 
entry point to gain an understanding beyond the rational and cognitive level and to allow for 
new and alternative perspectives to emerge in the relationship between our 
personal/collective identity and the social situation with its history in a particular locality. The 
concept ‘home’ stands for a place/space associated with feelings of belonging (external), and 
with inhabiting the self, the ‘body-home’ while living from one’s essence. While researching 
the effects of past experiences of political conflict and of the local setting on an individual, 
the individual is envisioned as a ‘body-landscape’ that contains impressions, and on whom 
history is mapped as a cartography.   
 
Wilhelm Reich, the founder of somatic psychology, looked at the body not from a 
‘mechanistic point of view’, or seeing its parts and functions as separate occurrences (1960). 
Rather, he articulated the body as a powerful reflection of psychic and cosmic energy, holding 
the entire history of the person as a container within its psychical structures and organismic 
functioning. Daria Halprin, an influential source in movement-based expressive arts therapy, 
writes about the body as a landscape and somatic psychology in her book “The Expressive 
Body in Life, Art and Therapy. Working with movement, metaphor and meaning” (2003: 56): 
In a way my body is like the body of the earth, which with its mountains, valleys, riverbeds 
and uneven topography tells the story of its history and creation as surely as my body 
expresses the trails and creative changes that I have experienced throughout my lifetime.  In 
The Practice of Everyday Life, Michel de Certeau reflects on local history, imprinted on our 
body memory as a cartography: “there is no law that is not inscribed on bodies. Every law 
has a hold on the body […] from birth to mourning after death, law "takes hold of" bodies in 
order to make them its text [and to transform them] into living tableaux of rules and customs, 
into actors in the drama organized by a social order” (1984: 139).   
Most of this personal body landscape and cartography is present on an unconscious level, 
especially those experiences that were intense. When experiences related to violence of any 
kind are not neutralized, they are stored in parts of our implicit memory -“imagery and body 
memory”- where they lose contact with our cognitive capacities to reflect on them and 
produce verbal narrate about them (Kandel 2006; Herman 1997). With stories frozen in our 
implicit memory, deregulation of the brainstem takes place and the higher circuits, such as 
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the limbic system (–emotional regulation) and neocortex (planning and rational thinking) 
shut down. When violence consistently takes place over a longer period of time, the soul will 
protect itself by dis-association from the body, and ultimately also the soul is affected (Flores-
Ortis 2003: 350, 353). A feeling of numbness remains. The metaphorical body landscape 
starts to look desolate and no longer identifies itself with its owner. Ownership of the body 
landscape and the cartography written on it, as well as home and belonging, become 
fragmented notions and hollow concepts. Thus, for traumatized people personal history is 
not a chronological story with linear and univocal developments, but more like Walter 
Benjamin’s assertion of history, “a fragmented story, and […] our task may be to collect the 
forgotten or erased fragments as to construct alternative and multiple histories that hold the 
power to challenge the present and future” (Mitroiu 2011).  
In order to trace the sensory body cartography that lacks verbal narrative, we need to 
dialogue with it in a language it understands, through movement, touch, and imagery. This is 
where artistic inquiry comes in.   
 
Within expressive arts therapy, the role of the arts in healing and transformation processes 
is fully acknowledged and at the core of the discipline’s conceptualization and practices. Here 
within artistic inquiry into the past through an expressive arts session is seen as a creative 
elaboration of the past, where art has the power to set ‘truth into a work’, to go to the root 
(brain stem) and do the destructuring necessary (Knill, Barba, Fuch 2004: 108-112). When 
bringing movement to the dormant, uninhabited places and the parts of our identity that are 
frozen, it will begin to defrost. In this way the river can flow our essence into this world, and 
oxygen reach the higher brain circuit to activate it. The therapist in this process becomes a 
witness in the ‘rites of passage – transition process’ of an individual or community, receiving 
the ‘newly dug up stories’, ‘the truth’ told as an active listener. People residing in liminality 
after trauma may have ‘lost’ their old social status or position, but they are on their way to 
being introduced into a new one, and in the meantime “liminality may perhaps be regarded 
as a realm of pure possibility whence novel configurations of ideas and relations may arise” 
(Turner 1967: 97).   
 
Cross culturalism  
I chose to develop a research framework that is a combination of expressive arts 
interventions and interdisciplinary art making. Here art making is envisioned to support re-
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imaginings of life. I presume, together with ‘pioneers’ in expressive arts and the somatic 
(McNiff 2004; Knill, Barba & Fuch 2003; Levine 2005), that art making in itself aids the process 
of “re-worlding”, regaining a feeling of agency where one feels capable of influencing their 
surroundings, and putting the “truth” of the past into action – re-imagining experiences, and 
extending imagination to the future in order to create, rather than reliving the past. Using 
the label “expressive art therapy” instead of “re-worlding” through art making, appeared to 
have the potential of causing a counter effect (where it worked by disempowering instead of 
empowering), and it made those estranged from ‘home/self’ less likely to join in on 
expressive art activities/sessions, especially in a context like Hong Kong/China. In this local 
context, therapy is a loaded word (i.e. because of the fear of losing face). This had 
consequences for the way in which the first case study was conducted. Within the Hong Kong 
group of professionals organizing expressive art sessions for refugee women, we decided to 
call the sessions “expressive arts women’s groups”. ‘Therapy’ was not mentioned.   
 
It becomes clear that the element of cross culturalism is important in this study, not just in 
terms of EXAT and the need for it to adjust to the local cultural setting and in the inclusion of 
HK/Chinese cultural practices in the EXAT framework. The cultural encounter in itself can be 
viewed as a deepening into understanding transformation and healing processes. This is 
based on the idea that some deconstruction and reinventing of self can only happen through 
the mirror of the oriental or occidental other. Ruth Quinn writes “the other’ is of course 
nothing more than ‘a self’ seen from a different perspective: we truly only know ourselves 
through the other. However, in a developed world culturally moulded by individualism, the 
myth that we can know ourselves through examining ourselves continues to hold sway” 
(2003: 19). How the other receives, interprets, and reflects our stories back to us might lead 
to the opening up of different perspectives on our own identity, and a sense of belonging in 
relation to the history and future of our locality. The role of the therapist here is not to 
provide solutions to the possible suppression of individual/collective identity, but to create 
space, bring movement and shake loose, to whatever degree possible, from determinants 
and definitions. This is with the objective for both young and old to grow at once, to achieve 
an ultimate existential stage in which life is simply immanent and open to new relations, 
choices, and trajectories. ‘Becoming’ is about leaving the old behind to create something 
new, something worthy of the name ‘home’ where life flows freely and abundantly, or even 
in a holy manner.   
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1.3 Introduction to the Research Questions   
 
After working on conflict and other community issues globally through the arts, as well as 
engaging the arts and movement while interacting with individuals who wanted to overcome 
personal struggles over the last 15 years, I developed several research interests related to 
the challenges and opportunities of expressive arts therapy in different cultural settings. This 
interest, as well as follow-up questions on the power relations between client and therapist, 
were strengthened and shaped after going through personal experiences of loss of loved 
ones and exclusion from a community I related to as part of my ‘home’ in 2013, one year into 
my PhD. The experience was so deep, I took a year of leave. The whole process deepened my 
understanding of the humiliation of trauma, and the resulting feelings of disorientation and 
loss of control, fragmented memory and social exclusion which many of the refugee women 
I worked with in the context of this PhD thesis are going through. It also enhanced my 
concerns about the potential disempowering effect of hierarchical therapist-client 
relationships. It fostered the idea that one of the most important elements in the 
transformation and healing process could be the restoration of women’s value and self-
worth through the artistic sharing and receiving of their stories. I therefore initiated this 
inquiry with the following question:  
 
Research question  
How can expressive art therapists be witnesses/catalysts, standing alongside the rites of 
passage transformation processes (individual level) in relation to the topic of home and 
belonging while working with refugees?  
 
Research focus  
> Universality of trauma storing in the body and the need for contextualization when it comes 
to treatment.   
> Culturally sensitizing and including local resources in expressive arts therapy for conflict-
affected women (Nepalese women in the context of Hong Kong/China).  
 
Sub-questions  
1a) What does it mean to be a traumatized refugee in Hong Kong? How is trauma perceived 
within the local context? What kind of support and obstacles can a war-traumatized refugee 
expect in relation to the Hong Kong institutions?  
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1b) How can EXA knowledge be adjusted to the local HK/Nepali setting when working with 
the Life/Art Process (movement, nature and imagery) to facilitate the homecoming and 
reconciliation of war-traumatized refugees with self, others, and the state?  
 
1c) How can local resources in CHK/Nepal (stories, songs, Buddhist, Hindu and Taoist 
conception) feed general expressive arts therapy conceptualization and practices?  
 
1d) When framing ‘refugee’ and being in ‘exile’ as a person taken from their mother/land too 
early, living in ‘exile’ from embodying their full potential, to which reflections on growth and 
transformation does that lead for the interviewed expressive arts therapists and artists? 
 
1.4 Introduction to the Case Studies & the Research Setting 
 
Phenomenology, art-based research, and inquiry based practice are the main methodological 
building blocks for this research. The Life/Art process, a/r/tography, interdisciplinary art 
making, and performance creation will be used to realize this methodology. Expressive arts 
is a broad field, I decided to draw on the teachings on Expressive Arts from Shaun McNiff & 
Paulo Knill, who started the expressive arts education at the Lesley university in Boston (US), 
and later pioneers like Stephen and Ellen Levine, Markus Alexander, Melinda Meyer who 
joined the field when the same education was started at the European Graduate School in 
Saas Fee, Switzerland (the place where I did my advanced post master in Expressive Arts for 
Education, Social Change, and Therapy).   
 
While all art modalities are available, expressive arts practitioners often prefer to work with 
certain one in particular. Because of my background in dance and theatre, the main modality 
I draw from is movement. Secondly I work with drawing and poetry, sometimes with the 
voice. I prefer to utilize both the indoors and outdoors. Bringing all these preferences 
together, the approach is best articulated by the name of Life/Art Process. The Life/Art 
Process was invented by the dance and expressive arts therapy pioneers Anna and Daria 
Halprin, who founded the Tamalpa Institute in California in 1978. 9 Expressive arts 
                                                      
9 Daria Halprin (2003) teaches a movement-based approach to expressive arts therapy, whereby somatic psychology, visual 
art-making, dance, and performance art are joined together to facilitate a Life/Art Process that promotes embodied healing 
and transformation. Her approach builds on the revolutionary work of dancer Anna Halprin (2000), Daria’s mother, who is 
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practitioners learn to feel comfortable with chaos, and how to contribute to creating a save 
environment, a container…..where deep play can take place. Deep play is purposeful play, it 
brings flow and movement, playfulness and imagination to deep parts within ourselves and 
society, parts that need the safety of a framework/container to be played with.10 EXA 
practitioners learn to build up a sense for which emotional/spiritual/physical nerve to pull in 
order to create a storm. They are troublemakers in a way. And when well trained (and 
working with people who are ready for it) the EXA practitioner is able to lead the group 
he/she works with in a process wherein they build up a sense of ‘safety/being ok’ with or 
even enjoying….the entering of storm (the liminality), being with chaos and harvesting the 
poiesis that arise amidst the liminality. 
 
The operationalization 
In art-based research any artistic means can be employed for the purpose of the research 
and a willingness to design methods in response to the particular situation is important.  
In terms of research methods and techniques I used: 
1) interviews with practitioners and institutes using non-verbal approaches in therapy and 
with scholars theorizing on identity, transformation, and non-verbal therapies 
(secondary data). The interviews conducted took place between 2010 – 2016 with 
practitioners from all around the world. See appendix one for the list of practitioners 
interviewed. 
2) in-depth interviews and observations of the work of six practitioners with knowledge of 
the Life/Art Process and of how it does or does not work in Hong Kong/China and Nepal. 
Since so few people seemed to be trained in how to work with the Life/Art Process of 
Tamalpa Institute, I have chosen practitioners (expressive arts therapists, dance 
movement therapists, and movement facilitators) whose work developed in such a way 
that there is a lot of overlap with the Life/Art Process. I followed the selected 
practitioners for a longer timespan to see how their work developed. Here a list: 
                                                      
frequently considered to be the pioneer of dance as a healing art. www.tamalpa.org and 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=yVQ50oG2bnE 
10 Excerpts from an Interview with Markus Alexander Scott on deep play, Spring 2015, Hong Kong. 
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     Zvika Frank (Dance movement therapist, Transactional Analysis Therapist. Trained in 
Israel and the Netherlands, work experience in the Netherlands and China/Hong Kong) 
Simone Kleinlooh (Dance movement therapist, trained in the Netherlands, work 
experience in the Netherlands and China/Hong Kong) 
Fiona Chang (HK – Person Centered Expressive Arts Therapist, trained in Hong Kong. 
Work experience in Hong Kong and Nepal) 
Mary Putera (Expressive Art Therapist, trained in US/Europe, global work experience, 
including Nepal) 
David Leung, (somatic and body worker, Body Nuance movement ‘therapy’ developer, 
trained and based in Hong Kong/China)  
 
Markus Alexander Scott (from Canada, Expressive Art Therapist with work experience in 
Hong Kong, Senior staff of the European Graduate School in Switzerland) 
 
In less depth I interviewed and was introduced to the work of:   
• Dr. Rainbow Ho (HK – Dance Movement Therapist, Honorary Director, Center of 
Behavioural Health within the department of Social Sciences).  
• Dr. KK Lai (HK- EGS Expressive Arts Therapist, Art Educator, Art consultant)  
 
Besides the semi-structured and informal interviews, I also asked the practitioners to 
react to Chapter 6 (4 pages) of Shaun McNiff’s book, “Art Heals. How creativity cures the 
soul” (2004), on how art therapists and artists who are committed to transformation and 
healing cannot begin to be of use to others if they are not attentive to the 
transformations of the healing and creative process in themselves. In this chapter, McNiff 
reflects on how art can be a way of engaging with the conflicts/tensions within oneself, 
or with others. I chose this specific chapter because of the often mentioned difficulty for 
expressive arts practitioners working here in Hong Kong/China: that issues and conflicts 
were not brought to the surface and looked at, but rather suppressed or ignored.  I asked 
them to reflect on whether the approach Shaun McNiff describes, engaging actively with 
tension/conflict through the arts, could work, or what kind of adaptations were needed. 
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3)  Follow and give workshops related to the topic of the therapist as a witness/catalyst in  
the homecoming journey of war-traumatized women and others estranged from   
themselves and the applicability of EXA in the Netherlands, Hong Kong/China. See 
appendix one for a list which includes the workshops attended. For the workshops given, 
I added two workshops as examples of the multiple workshops conducted since 2011 to 
gather data input for this thesis, (appendix 3).  
4)  Running a women’s refugee group in Hong Kong (spring-winter 2015), using different 
means of art (i.e. movement, poetry, and drawing) and interdisciplinary artmaking as a 
form by which to acquire knowledge. 
5)   I will draw upon extensive fieldwork done in Nepal in 2007, taking a fresh look at my data, 
and doing follow-up research to assure the data is up to date. In Nepal I worked in 
Rukum (one of the mid-western hill districts, also known as the Maoist heartland), one 
of the areas most affected by the civil war from 1996-2006. Here, in close connection 
with (International) Non-Governmental Organizations, I performed research to assess 
the conflict impact on rural communities. 
The informal women groups which I 
organized or was part of have been key to 
learning how to connect with and work 
through community and personal issues 
caused by the Nepali war by means of 
dancing and music. See photos below to 
get an idea of the setting. 
This encounter with Nepal, its people and 
its culture, supported me in connecting 
with the Nepali refugee women in Hong 
Kong who were part of my PhD case study 
group, and in connecting the Expressive 
Arts framework and practices to their 







1.5 Research population 
 
The main dialogue this research engages in is with expressive art therapists and movement 
practitioners. Five practitioners were selected who are trained in dance movement therapy, 
expressive arts therapy, or similar approaches, and work in Hong Kong/China and/or Nepal. 
The work of the selected practitioners developed in a way that is close to the Life/Art Process 
(Tamalpa Institute method). The Life/Art Process’s primary focus is on working with 
movement; secondarily they use drawing, poetry, voice work, and nature as sources for 
inquiry and transformation. I followed the five practitioners over a longer period of time, held 
interviews, informal talks and gatherings, and witnessed their work. As well as the five 
practitioners, I interviewed and, if possible, witnessed the work of practitioners who use non-
verbal approaches in therapy (mostly focused on working with conflict-affected or 
traumatized people) globally, depending on where my academic or artist work took me. This 
was over a time span of 6 years, beginning in 2010.  
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Another group of participants in the research 
were the refugee women’s group in Hong 
Kong and the team running it. The refugee 
women mainly included women from Nepal, 
but also from Sri Lanka and different African 




Since the primary focus of this research is on 
the practitioners, the participants of the 
trainings and workshops are a secondary 
source, and most emphasis is paid to the 
views of the practitioners (both others and 
me).  When referring to the people part of the 
workshops conducted, the individual 
sessions, or the refugee women’s group, I will 
use the term ‘dancers’. The team running the 
refugee women’s group included 
professionals from  
  
Already in the preparation phase, our Hong Kong – Netherlands team, seemed an interesting 
case study to research the adaptations needed in order to ‘culturally sensitize’ expressive 
arts therapy. We noticed, for example, our differences in terms of communication, and in our 
expectations.  
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Finally, I would include myself as a ‘participant’ of research, as an expressive arts practitioner 
and person/artist going through transformation while working on this project. Some of the 
more creative reflections come from my own experiences related to working with the 
refugee women, and related to an artistic exchange project with Hong Kong and the 
Netherlands entitled ‘reinventing home’11 that ran parallel to the trajectory of my PhD. The 
following are the personal/reflective questions asked in the creative explorations:   
• How did the locality I was raise in, with its particular history, leave a cartography on 
my body landscape? 
• Which parts inside myself left their ‘mother/land’ too early and were not    
           nurtured to full expression, and how can I creatively engage and   
          nurture these ‘refugee’ parts inside myself? 
• How did living and working with people from other cultures work as a 
          ‘mirror’, a strong mechanism of deep deconstruction, and how did this     
              encounter also offer possibilities and inspiration for reconstructing closer    
              to ‘home’?  
 
Taking into account that the studio or outdoor work environment is seen as the research 
laboratory in expressive arts therapy (McNiff 1998: 24), the personal creative reflections 
serve the purpose of 1) bracketing and making a distinction between my own process and 
that of the refugee women I worked with, 2) deepening my understanding of the themes 
addressed in this PhD. 
 
1.6  A/r/tography & the artist-researcher  
 
In the section entitled ‘research problem’ I highlighted the following: “the only way for 
therapists to tackle the problem  trauma and psychotherapy, and admit its social/cultural 
construction and the role of power, is to read themselves into the problem, to go beyond 
one-way mirroring, to analyse their own pathology, and attempt to change patterns of 
communication that reproduce the psy-complex apparatus” (Parker 1999:8). This suggestion 
                                                      
11.  www.reinventinghome.net 
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to “read themselves into the problem to prevent one-way mirroring” might hold for 
therapists as well as for academics. To address the power relations and consequent 
social/cultural construction involved in the researcher – research object, and therapist-client 
relationship, I chose make myself one of the objects of study. A/r/tography is a 
methodological framework developed to crosscut the relationships between the Artist, the 
Researcher, the Therapist, and the research object. In this section I will briefly explain what 
this methodology entails and how it is related to the multiplicity of ‘knowing’ and 
‘knowledge’.    
The multiplicity of ‘knowing’ and making meaning is exemplified by the ancient Greek 
concepts of “Praxis (knowing by acting), Theoria (knowing by seeing) and Poiesis (knowing by 
making)” (Levine 1999; Faire 2012). Also described as ‘sensibilia’ (apprehended by the eye of 
flesh) ‘intelligiblia’ (by the eye of the mind) and Transcendenlia (by the eye of contemplation) 
(1997). Pat Allen refers to Poiesis, or transcendenlia, as artistic knowing “which is mysterious, 
intuitive, and renewable, like an underground river that give us life and mobility” (1995: vii).
  
If knowing is discontinuous and history is not a chronological whole story but a fragmented 
curation (Arend 2007), research methodology from a ‘positivist’ world view might not be 
appropriate for certain questions (Strauss 1962; Faire 2012). Working with those who have 
been taken too early from their mother/land, it seems relevant and necessary to take an 
approach that acknowledges the fragmentation of memory and the storing of stories as 
imagines and sensations (Erni 2012; Gopalkrishnan 2013: 119). Expressive arts and the 
Inquiry based practice lend themselves to such a research focus, because a dialogue is 
created between the:  
• Ordered (Apollonian)/Chaotic (Dionysian) 
• Conscious/Unconscious 
• L-hemispheric / R- hemispheric 
• Scientific-rational/artistic non rational  
Shaun McNiff, one of the founders of artistic inquiry and art-based research, described in 
1998 how the development and use of artistic inquiry as a basis for research involved a 
complete paradigm reversal from approaching dissertation writing as a deductive, academic 
exercise, outlined in advance and designed to meet the prevailing standards of research as 
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reflected by professional journals (1998: 24). The art studio was declared the research 
laboratory for dealing with the process of investigation, and the purpose of research was 
articulated in alignment with Paracelsus (1526), who described it as “the deepest knowledge 
of things themselves”. The term empirical was re-defined in such a way as to consider the 
direct involvement between the maker of art (artist researcher) and the art produced, with 
the aim of developing a deeper understanding between artist and art: between artist and 
space, between images and space, between artists, between images, and between art and 
artist therapists. In short, art-based research grew from a trust in the intelligence of the 
creative process and a desire for relationships with the images that emerge from it (McNiff 
1998: 37). Art-based research involves more “ambiguity, risk, and uneven results in terms of 
the end product, but the outcomes tend to be more creative, less mediocre, and more 
conducive to sophistication of practice” (ibid: 38).  
As for the role of the researcher in this dissertation project: through the methodology of 
a/r/tography, the researcher documents and investigates her practice of expressive arts 
therapy and art making, integrating her connected roles as artist/researcher/ 
teacher/therapist. A/r/tography is a dynamic, arts-based research methodology in which 
both the researcher and research participants are intimately involved. Jena Leake reflects on 
a/r/tography in the following way: “A/r/t refers to the multiple identities and roles of the 
artist/researcher/teacher”, and the contiguous relationship between art-making, 
researching, and teaching. A/r/tographers Rita Irwin & Stephanie Springgay (2008: xix) add 
that a/r/tography can be thought of as “the practice of living inquiry in and through the arts”, 
in which one comes to know, understand, and question her life and work through the ongoing 
practices inherent in a/r/t.  Often, a/r/tographical research involves communities of practice 
in which the a/r/tographer engages a group of research participants in a collaborative arts-
based inquiry processes which invites a relational aesthetic (Irwin, 2008; Irwin & Springgay, 
2008). In choosing a/r/tography as the methodology of this dissertation, I sought to engage 
in arts-based inquiry both on my own and with artist/participants in order to deepen my 
understanding of how art making and expressive arts therapy support re-imaginings of life 
after trauma and the reinvention of a place/space and body known as ‘home’. I also sought 
to explore the contiguous relationships between my multiple roles and identities as an a/r/t/t 
(artist, researcher, teacher, therapist).  
A second concept I worked in defining my own role within this dissertation project and in 
bridging the gap between ‘artist - researcher’ is the ‘bricoleur-scientist’. Levi-Strauss 
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describes the bricoleur as an opposite to the engineer: the bricoleur’s tools and materials are 
heterogeneous, but – working with only what is there – the universe of instruments is finite. 
The bricoleur never starts – he is continuously working on ‘whatever is at hand’, or as Shaun 
McNiff puts it: "we work with what we have" (McNiff 2004: 168). Gestalt therapy & Rogerian 
(Person Centered) expressive arts therapy stipulate it like this: they focus on “here and now” 
(Rubin 1999: 163).The understanding of the world is assembled and constructed on the go. 
The material “is the contingent result of all the occasions there have been to renew or enrich 
the stock or to maintain it with the remains of previous constructions or destructions”. Mcniff 
writes about the consequences of taking the scientist/engineer approach as opposed to the 
bricoleurs’ approach: “locating a comprehensive literature review at the beginning of a 
research project can sometimes restrict the process of creative discovery” (1998: 155). 
Although he emphasizes how writings of others may generate one’s own creative and critical 
thoughts, in art-based studies connections to literature are often made after the inquiry is 
completed. ‘Forcing’ a student who does an art-based research project into outlining in detail 
the literature that will be drawn from, as well as the arguments that will be made, works 
against the parameters and ways of generating and processing knowledge in the expressive 
arts. 
The engineer, in contrast to the bricolour, tries – in the most rational manner – to overcome 
the constraints of his current reality and works under the basic assumption of infinite 
possibilities. The engineer, like the scientist, creates events (changing the world) by means 
of structures, and the ‘bricoleur’ creates structures by means of events. The artist-
researcher, or a/r/tographer, positions himself in-between the “bricoleur and the engineer”; 
between structure and chaos, between looking at that which is at hand and creating with it 
and/or inventing structures to come to new ways of understanding (Levi-Strauss 1962). It is 
not that science/the engineer and  art/bricolour supplant each other; both attach themselves 
to the phenomena they interpret, with “each descriptor infusing its particular kind of rhetoric 
and observational style into the portrait being created. Art can help science to become more 
sensitive to the transformative effects of its interpretations, and science can assist art-based 
research in becoming more systematic in its procedures and more attuned to the give and 
take between object and observer. The different ways of looking complement and expend 
one another” (1998: 166).  
Acknowledging that history is a matter of curation and “ways of making meaning is a struggle 
(Hall), this research aims to build a deeper understanding of the following concepts: war-
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related trauma treatment, transformation, and homecoming, by acting as an artist-
researcher. Moreover, this dissertation can be thought of as a “living document”; the ideas 
and renderings throughout this document are not final outcomes or finite statements in 
relation to the research questions, or of how art-making supports re-inhabiting one’s body-
home and redefines one’s identity through art. Instead, Leake’s writing on a/r/tography and 
her research resonate with mine. The process and findings shared, she states, “offer a 
standing invitation to the reader(s), [to the refugee women to the artists and therapists 
involved] and to myself as an a/r/tographer to continue a ‘living inquiry’ process, one that 
calls for the on-going contemplation of the images and writing within this text as well as the 
creation of art and writing in response to this text.” (2012: 5).  
 
1.7 The A/r/tographer’s Biases, Assumptions and Complications 
 
In this section I will attempt to lay out the biases and assumptions within this research, in an 
effort to make clear to the reader the subjective and complex nature of a/r/tography 
practice.  
Assumptions and Biases 
1. Inventing the wheel 
In my first two years, I often got this comment in the academic setting: “You start from the 
understanding that expressive arts can contribute something to a person’s transformation 
and healing process. You cannot take this as a point of departure, as you are not schooled to 
speak from the point of view of a therapist.” As I am trained as a coach and expressive art 
professional, with years of experience using different art forms in conflict settings, I was not 
interested in asking questions purely focussed on the efficiency of EXA and on “if expressive 
arts can…”, I had seen its transformative power in action many times, and accessed that there 
is enough research and documentation done of its usefulness since the initiation of the field 
in the 1970s (Levine & Levine ed. 1999). Therefore I decided to start my research with the 
assumption that expressive arts can play a role in the transformative journey of individuals, 
but that its cultural sensitivity and the power relations inherent to the conceptualization of 
trauma and therapy were an interesting point of attention. This is also the reason why I start 
my research question with “How can expressive art therapists…..” and not with “Can 
expressive art therapists be witnesses/catalysts, standing alongside the rites of passage 
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transformation processes (individual level) in relation to the topic of home and belonging, 
while working with refugees?”  
2. Differences in local and -non local understanding   
Soon after starting our refugee women group with an interdisciplinary and cross cultural 
team, we noticed differences in expectation of leadership, communication, and working 
method. Despite the Chinese cultural values were frequently not everything is spelled out, 
we made the decision to try to communicate as openly as possible about cultural differences 
in terms of how to go about things. This also reveals the assumption and belief that a cross 
cultural team is an asset both in getting to know the local refugee care field and in deepening 
my understanding of how expressive arts therapy can work or not work in a context outside 
of Europe/US, where it was initiated.  
 
3. I believe that researching my own personal art making practice alongside my professional 
practice as an artist/researcher/teacher/therapist is a way of deepening my understanding 
of myself as a practitioner while coming to new awareness of the therapeutic benefits of 
expressive arts therapy.  
 
I also believe that working as an artist/researcher/therapist and living within the cultural 
setting I aim to understand contributes to my acquisition of knowledge  in terms of how to 
modify expressive arts therapy and include the local resources available. In this context, I 
follow McNiff’s (2009) plea to expressive arts therapists to engage in personal art-making as 
a form of “direct personal inquiry” that leads to new understandings “about expressive arts 
therapy methods and the phenomena that I am engaging” in when working with clients (p. 
144).  
 
4. I am biased towards a/r/tography’s diversion from Cartesian rationalism and the 
significance a/r/tography places on the “inter-embodiment” between self and the world 
(Irwin & Springgay, 2008, p. xxii). I am biased towards interrelatedness among all things and 
emphasize holistic thinking and practices that disrupt dualistic thinking. This methodology of 
relationality is important in relation to the complexity of trauma and its effect on a physical, 
emotional, spiritual level. Based on a Cartesian rationalism, “biomedicine, works within a 
framework of cause and effect, a linear process of pathogen-illness and treatment 
(Gopalkrishnan 2013: 124, Mino and Lert 2005). Complementary and alternative medicine 
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(CAM) practitioners, including art therapists, are experts in their field but tend to act in a 
more equal power-sharing relationship, enabling their patients to be active within their own 
healing process.  Also, they look at different areas that impact the health and illness of the 
person, which can be beneficial when working with refugees and/or traumatized people 
whose experiences manifest in a range of symptoms that do not fit into the pathogen/illness 
process.   
 
Art therapy, taking into account the importance of power sharing and applying a holistic 
approach to wellbeing and health, “enables the survivors of trauma to create a visual 
dialogue and thereby resolve conflict, develop personal strengths and heal their invisible 
wounds without necessarily looking for a single source of these issues “(Baker 2006). 
5. I assume that coming to deeper understandings and questions in research and in life is 
more important than coming to final conclusions. Therefore, I am biased toward 
a/r/tography’s and the artist-researcher’s premise that research and life are always in a 
constant state of becoming. The bricolour never finishes his work, it is a continuous process. 
The artist-researcher and a/r/tographers live a life of deep engagement and inquiry in the 
arts, “constantly questing” and exploring “that which has yet to be named” (Irwin & 
Springgay, 2008, p. xxxi). In this regard, I assume an approach of living inquiry throughout 
this study and “my statement and pledge today might be different then tomorrow”. Leake 
phrased it as follows “I know that any conclusions I make are temporal expressions of my 






1. Communication and justification 
The biggest complication faced came when I stepped into the role of researcher and out of 
the role of being purely a dancer and expressive arts therapist where ‘trust in the process’ 
and ‘delving into creative liminality’ are more common than long justifications on the whys 
and hows. The complication I encountered is not only “how to narrate under-interpreted or 
undocumented stories”, but also how to justify searching for them. Searching involved the 
risk of not finding, or of finding something other than expected. This process is not easily put 
into an excel sheet that is supposed to outline the main structure of your thesis and your 
chapters, including your arguments and justifications for why you do things.  
2. Tension artist – researcher needs  
Another question was how to approach the differences in routes taken to get to an end result 
by the researcher and artists when working together. For example: an artist might work with 
a general concept and then need full artistic freedom to go into the creative chaos and to let 
things emerge from there. The researcher, even when an artist him/herself, has to build a 
conceptual framework to outline research questions and problems, and might have a specific 
time line. From the artist’s perspective, the researcher presses its agenda/framework on 
him/her before he/she can let things come and develop from a physical place when creating. 
3. Lost in translation 
Also a question is how to translate art research material, like movement, into narrative 
writing for an academic public. Is it possible to document kinetic knowledge? What gets lost 
in translation, and which new elements might we discover when having to deal with 
translating material from one means to another?  
4. Sustainability & refugee target group  
Another challenge I faced is the target group and the researchers need for sustainability (for 
data purposes). With basic needs like housing and food being a challenge, and trauma going 
on (where planning is sometimes an issue) commitment to a therapeutic group is not made 
easily. The first pilot group we ran, in cooperation with a non-institutionalized refugee 
fellowship of a local church, offered many challenges in terms of sustainability. It was an open 
group, and although women were stimulated to make a commitment, we could not force 
them too. Besides their personal challenges in coming systematically, the church planned 
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activities that conflicted with the times of the expressive art group. Therefore, after the pilot 
we decided to partner with several institutions at the same time, and set up a more 
institutionalized group.  
  
5. Eurocentrism  
In simple terms eurocentrism is  the practice, conscious or otherwise, of placing emphasis on 
European (and, generally, Western) concerns, culture and values at the expense of those of 
other cultures. In the theory section and throughout the empirical chapters, I address the 
difficulties, constrains and possibilities in terms of addressing eurocentrism in trauma 
conceptualization are discussed.12  It remains complicated while having a certain upbringing, 
being exposed to Eurocentric media, and having your first formation of world history with 
scarce exposure to the various scientific achievements of Indian, Chinese, Ancient Egyptian, 
Moorish or other Muslim thinkers. 
As best I can, I have tried to comprehend conflict impact from a local perspective by living in 
the cultural setting researched (in Nepal, and in the Kam Tin area in Hong Kong which has a 
high concentration of Nepalis) by spending time with its locals taking part in their daily life 
instead of immediately jumping into conducting the envisioned research.  In both 
cases, while living in Hong Kong and Nepal, I had moments when I realized what seemed so 
obviously right or wrong, true or not true, were just a consequence of my upbringing and the 
education I enjoyed. In Nepal for example, I considered it gender rights violation that women 
lived in a polygamy marriage. However, it appeared quite some women asked their husbands 
themselves to take an extra wife, so there would be extra labor force on the fields. And in 
most cases, I came across the women could get along quite well. In Hong Kong and China I 
found out that 90 % of the theories and ideas on what “good” conflict management and 
transformation would look like, worked out in a negative and opposite way in the Chinese 
and Hong Kong context.  Watters in his book “Crazy Like Us. The Globalization of The 
American Psyche” (2010) presents a case study, where he also concluded Eurocentric 
approaches to conflict, mental illness and trauma can have negative repercussions. Watters, 
for example, shows how an anti-anorexia nervosa awareness campaigns and prevention 
programs based on Western insights dramatically increased the number of young women in 
Hong Kong suffering anorexia nervosa. Watters makes reference to Dr. Lee’s research work 
in relation to anorexia in Hong Kong which indicates that the physical symptoms of anorexia 
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might seem the same, the people Lee got into his practice were not motivated by ‘fat phobia’. 
Watters outlined Lee’s frustration, who was trained in the West “It is sobering to realize that 
although the non-Western cultures are subdominant and ill prepared to publish, they made 
up 80 percent of the world”.13 In 1995 Lee published an article stating “Indeed the unthinking 
adoption of the DSM diagnosis of anorexia threatened to turn the very act of disease labelling 
into a meaningless abstraction, one that could harm the doctor-patient relationship by 
blinding them both to the more subtle and complex realities of the patients history and her 
local experience of culture”.14   
Whenever, I came became aware of my own Eurocentrism, I decided to question my 
understanding and perspectives, and in some cases change my approach significantly. This 
way I hope to have minimize the chances of using meaningless abstractions to blind myself 
to the more subtle reality.  
 
1.8 Intentions and Rationale for Research  
Missing facet  
In current art therapy, research is a systemic study of the complex ways in which art 
therapists and their clients interact and use art making. Researchers and supervisors point to 
the difference between listening to a therapist “talking about” the course of a session, and 
“living the process” when directly observing sessions (Riley: 1996). Therefore, “observing” 
and “living” the art therapy process seemed essential to my goal of studying the mystery of 
change (Ball 2002: 80).  
 
Conceptualization & representation of experience  
Whereas embodiment aims to overcome the body–mind split in Western philosophy—and 
stand for a holistic, integrative view—the limitations of our language often bring us back to 
a dissociation of body and mind. This is partially due to the fact that language is discrete, 
whereas experience is continuous. Art and science need to define and negotiate how to 
conceptualize and represent experience as an on-going translational process (James 
1911/1979; Koch & Fishman 2011).  
                                                      
13.  Watters, E. (2011), Crazy Like Us: the globalization of the Western mind. New York, Free Press, Chapter 1. 
14 Lee, S. (1995), Self-starvation in context: towards a culturally sensitive understanding of anorexia nervosa. 
Social Science and Medicine. 41(1), 25-36. 
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Moral imagination  
Cognitive behavioral therapy falls short when trying to get to the place in our physical system 
where negative memories and experiences are stored. To reach this deeper level, is like 
unpeeling an onion which functions as a protection shield to hide the wounded self from the 
outside world. Expressive arts (rhythm, voice, movement) are means to help unpeel this onion 
and uncover our unconscious beliefs, because it asks to act intuitively, by-passing the 
cognitive filter we normally use to adapt our responses to that what is perceived as (relatively) 
normal.15  
 
“Transcending violence is forged by the capacity to generate, mobilize, and build the moral 
imagination. Hence, cultural expression is not simply an esoteric ‘extra’” (Lederach 2005).
  
The relatively recent shift in conflict dynamics and conflict impact causes the role of the arts 
in power politics and resilience to be a research topic of which lacks, until now, in-depth 
knowledge.  In their book Performance in Place of War, Thompson et all. (2009:11) put it as 
follows “while there is an increasing acknowledgment of the role of culture in making and 
sustaining war, the literature on war and culture is still underdeveloped. In particular, there 
is little documentation of the links between making art of any kind and the different cultural 
process.  
 
Since the beginning of time, parables, stories, and myths have been an important way to 
negotiate and re-negotiate the power relations present in local communities (Miller 2009). 
Also, today case studies show that heritage and the arts are vehicles through which one’s 
power position is strengthened or contested (Van Houten 2011; Nandy 2002). Although in 
some cases it is very clear, such as in the case of former Yugoslavia where performances 
supported nationalism (Munk 2001; Panovski 1996), this, however,often happens in an 
‘opaque manner’.   
 
There are practitioners who work with the arts in education and therapy intervention. 
However, research into the working of these practices and documentation of the findings are 
                                                      
15.  This is a compilation of quotes from interviews with Jos Dolstra (Initiator of the Body and Mind Language 
Technique), Mitchel Kosak (Ass. Prof. and Division Director of Expressive Therapies, Lesley University Boston), 
Julie Leavitt (Body Centered psychologist, Spiritual Director, Movement Therapy Teacher at Lesley University 
Boston), and Erdősné Kalmár, a puppet artist and non-verbal psychotherapist for the Cordelia Foundation in 
Budapest working with refugees. 
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scant. There is a gap between the practical work and academia in this field. As a consequence 
of the gap between the practical work and academia related to this topic, governments and 
international organizations are ill-informed. Cultural practices and the arts is not a topic high 
on the agenda of those developing crisis responses, conflict resolution, and prevention 
programs. 16 
Some first initiatives to bridge the gap between the three communities (practitioners, 
academics, and policymakers) are being made. Dr. John Paul Lederach, a leader in peace and 
reconciliation research, is exploring the role of imagination and creative expression in peace 
building. Dr. Cynthia Cohen directs a program at Brandeis University, 'Creative Resources for 
Coexistence and Reconciliation'. Dr. Inga Lill Aronson, a senior researcher, initiated a research 
program on Conflict and Heritage at the Uppsala University. The European Graduate School, 
based in Saas-Fee (Switzerland), recently started a (post) graduate education and research 
program on Expressive Arts and Conflict Transformation.  And another pioneer in the field is 
Prof. dr. Judith Marcuse, a choreographer, community artist, and an academic, who started 
the International Center of Art for Social Change (ICASC) in Vancouver, Canada.    
Despite these initiatives over the last decade, research on themes like Cultural expression, 
Arts, Violence, Memory and healing/transformation needs more flesh to its bones, and thus 
a scientific exploration of this question will add valuable insight and data.   Especially so, 
when the insights of practitioners and the local population themselves are included in the 
scientific study.  
 
Drawing on rich local resources   
Expressive arts theory and practice focusses on the person’s resources, and does not turn its 
back on the images that arise.  Psychotherapy finds its roots in its culture and its geography—
it has to be true to the spirit of the land on which it exists. China/Hong Kong/Nepal have 
much to offer in terms of images, history, and geography. The Chinese and Nepali cultures 
are rich in myths, stories, healing and movement practices as well as other resources on 
which Expressive Arts can draw. Research is needed on how to integrate these local resources 
into the framework of expressive arts (Hillman 2008; Calderon 2014).  
From individual traumatology focus to collective focus  
There are many who have located the roots of the therapeutic movement in the individualism 
                                                      
16  Governance and Social Development Resource Centre (2008).  Research Report: Intangible Heritage and Post-
Disaster Protection. Retrieved 2008. See http://www.gsdrc.org/docs/open/HD535.pdf 
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embraced by nineteenth-century modernism, in which everyone is the author of his or her 
intentions and is responsible for his or her own life. “Own”. Own is a very big word in therapy; 
you own your life, as if there were a self—an individual, enclosed self—within a skin. That’s 
individualism. That’s the philosophy of therapy. I question the usefulness of a strong focus 
on ‘self/individualism’ when working with trauma, identity, transformation and home 
coming in China/Hong Kong/Nepal (Hillman 2002).   
 
What I found in Nepal is that they have a more holistic and cosmologic understanding of 
physical illness or emotional burden (Lecomte-Tilouine 2004). The Nepali culture is known 
for its shamanist practices and cultural practices (collective dances, songs) and community 
rituals to deal with emotional, spiritual, or physical disturbances that in other societies might 
be classified as Post Traumatic Stress Syndrome (Houten 2012).  
 
What I discovered in Hong Kong/China is that psychotherapy “does not exist”……..of course 
both exist....but one does not talk about it. What one can talk about and engage with, without 
having to fear losing face, is the rich healing and movement resources available in the culture 
(from Chinese food therapy, to tai chi, to breathing practices, traditional songs/stories) and 
the layered thinking (present in the structure of Chinese language and in the many myths). 
Hence, I decided to focus on how to include these rich resources in the framing and 
conducting of expressive arts when working on individual/community transformation, and 
also how to include the rich performative practices of artists and non-artists in Hong Kong: 






1.9 Format of Dissertation  
 
The dissertation is structured in a way where every chapter will include research findings in 
relation to the all three research questions. The empirical chapters are structured along the 
three stages of the rites of passage process of transformation: 
a) Deconstruction (Chapter 4: Voices of deconstruction)  
b) Liminality (Chapter 5: Delving into liminality)  
c) Reconstruction (Chapter 6:  Reinventing Home)  
One third of the dissertation is dedicated to the presentation of ‘knowings’ that arise out of 
creative and performative practices. Rather than approaching the creative images, drawings, 
poems and footage provided as extras, they represent the most substantial part of the 
research. The knowledge gathered, which arose while ‘suspending one’s knowing’ to delve 
into liminality and see which images, impressions, and sensations came to the surface as 
“unheard voices of knowledge” (Faire 2002). The dialogue with existing theory only started 
during and after this inductive process of opening up to new ways of knowing. Consequently, 
when one only reads the academic text written after the art based inquiry into reality, the 
depth of the process will not be understood and the argument might seem invalid. Hence, 
the creative presentation and the academic text are to be read together, as they will be 
provided, with images, drawings, poems and video clips included in the textual writing. 
 
In terms of ‘poetry’, there is another reason why I have chosen to make use of it in this 
dissertation. Poetry is the ‘tool’ bridging the knowledge gathered on a sensory level (kinetic 
knowing, poiesis, insight gathered through art making and movement research) with verbal 
and written text. Bodily wisdom comes in the format of images, sensations and not in 
arguments that logically follow on each other. Poetry engages ‘sense-language’ where 
linearity is not an issue and metaphors and images often part of a poem. McNiff (1981: 80-
81) explains  
  
Discovering our personal metaphors for life and our true inner voices is one the most 
valuable uses of poetry. Through the arts we attempt to respond to the stirrings of 
the spirit and express their intensity at the appropriate moment. The sharing of our 
personal imagery and symbols assist other in understanding how we view the world. 
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Even though we might all speak the same language we have our personal language 
system.  Within psychotherapy it is important to become aware of the client’s 
personal language and become effective in both understanding and relating to it. 
Proponents of “linguistic relativity” that our perceptions of reality are unconsciously 
influenced by the language system of our cultural group. Interpretations of life are thus 
determined by the modes of linguistic thought to which we have access. Rudolf Arnheim 
(1971) has shown that there are fundamental perceptual modes of thought that are not 
influenced by language and past experience. The senses themselves are thinking faculties that 
shape the development of language. Nevertheless, language does expand or restrict our 
thoughts within the discursive realms. Poetry offers a more personal alternative to society’s 
standardized language systems. Poets are continually questioning, renewing, and expanding 
the meaning of words. They create new word images and attempt to transform the gestalt, 
or larger configuration of words, into formal patterns that will forcefully “project” thoughts, 
feelings and perceptions.  
 
Charles Olsen, who wrote what has become the manifesto of postmodern poetry in his 
“Projective Verse” (1950) believed that open poetic forms would not only change the 
technical structure of poetry but transform the consciousness of both the poet and reader. 
Poetry bridges different language systems (from sensory information to verbal/written text), 
and offers a personal ‘escape’ and negotiation of power , inherent to the standardized 
language system. This standardized language system can refer to society’s language system 
but also to the language used in a therapy setting. Power relations are built and sustained by 
coercive means (force) as well as in more indirect ways through social practices such a 
language (Fairclough’s 1989: 34, 35).  
During the process of the research, I, as the a/r/tographer, kept an ‘ongoing’ document of 
poems, drawings, and images that arose during or after the art making and therapeutic 
sessions. When merging the poems and images into the text, I will indicate in which 
therapeutic or art making session they were developed as a way of knowledge generation.
  
Nathalie Rogers, the founder of Person Centered Expressive Arts Therapy, mentioned that 
“Creativity is like freedom: once you taste it, you cannot live without it. It is a 
transformational force, enhancing self-esteem and self-empowerment.” Another of her 
quotes is: "It is difficult to convey in words the depth and power of the expressive arts 
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process. Really you must taste it to understand it”. Rogers’ reflections indicate that even 
when watching the clips, reading the poems, and looking at the drawings and dances of the 
target group and the a/r/tographer, one can only really understand how art making is a way 
of knowledge generation that also bears validity in the academic setting after one has 
experienced it. I hope to encourage my supervisor, the staff of my department, and you as a 
reader to take the time to attend open expressive arts events or performances that flow (in) 













CHAPTER 2 ‘Theory’ 
 
This thesis goes into the universality of storing trauma in the body, and the need for 
contextualization when it comes to identification and treatment. The difficulties, 
constrains and possibilities in terms of addressing eurocentrism in trauma 
conceptualization are discussed.17 To recognize European superiority in terms of 
conflict and trauma treatment is not easy. English is the dominant language in 
academia and within theoretical perspectives of epistemology and ontology, 
positivism and realism were until recently the majority approach. This does not 
support the development of plural perspectives when it comes to the impact of 
conflict  exile, and traumatology.18  The necessity to be culturally sensitive and 
include local resources in expressive arts therapy for conflict affected women 
(Nepalese women in Hong Kong/China) is underscored. This might be more about 
creating an intercultural dialogue and a space of creative appropriation of cultural 
norms, traditions, expressive forms, than adjusting the therapy to a supposedly 
"other" culture or "restoring" a sense of home and belonging rooted in such an idea 
of culture.   
 
To address the above research focus, this chapter starts with a discussion about the 
definitions of conflict and its characteristics. Although my research focuses on the 
impact of, and recovery from, conflict- and not on the nature of conflict in itself, it is 
valuable to develop a broader understanding of the concept before analysing its 
implications. Section 2.2 on ‘the conflict impact’ describes the different ways in which 
war affects a society, and in particular, the psychological impact of civil wars in the 
case of displacement. Section 2.3 is a critical reflection on traumatology; taking a 
Foucauldian approach regarding the therapist-client relationship; highlighting the 
                                                      
17  In simple terms eurocentrism is  the practice, conscious or otherwise, of placing emphasis on European (and, 
generally, Western) concerns, culture and values at the expense of those of other cultures.  
18. Pop, T., From Eurocentrism to hybridity or from singularity to plurality, 
http://www.theroundtable.ro/Archive/literary_studies/titus_pop_from_eurocentrism_to_hibridity_or_from_si
ngularity_toplurality.doc, Retrieved 12 January 2017. 
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historical, ontological, and epistemological underpinnings of traumatology, and 
emphasizing the remnants of the Cartesian body-mind split. The theory chapter 
closes by describing the universality of trauma storage, and the need for holistic and 
locally sensitizing therapy.  
 
2.1 Conflict characteristics  
 
2.1.1 Violence & Conflict characteristics 
 
A relatively simple explanation of a 
conflict is; a disagreement between two 
parties: system vs. system, group vs. 
group or individual vs. individual. There 
are multiple causes of conflict, including 
differences and contradictions about 
power, ideas, values, positions, 
understanding, perception, energy, 
access, and resources (Bajracharya 2004: 
III). Robbins suggest three approaches to conflict: ‘traditional’ in which it is believed that all 
conflicts must be avoided; the ‘human relations’ approach where conflict is said to be natural 
and inevitable; the ‘interactionist’ approach, where conflict is stipulated as a positive force, 
essential for the best performance (1974). 
Most approaches to conflict define it as not necessarily negative, but it is the response to 
conflict that determines the course. Conflict can lead to new possibilities (e.g. social change 
and development) or to destructive ideas, plans and actions (such as the mobilization of 
people to fight) (Fenn & Gameson 2003). Having researched the impact of civil war in Nepal, 
I observed, that conflict not only brought human disaster and casualties but also led to 
political disempowerment in general and, in some cases, to a decrease in caste- and gender 
discrimination (van Houten 2012). Before looking at the possible effects of traumatic effects 
of war, light is shed on the difference between violence and conflict.  
 Figure 1: Conflict outcomes 
 




Violence; definitions and different forms  
[…] Vittorio Bufacchi (2005) emphasizes that there is an influx of studies on political violence, 
while ethnographic case studies are not based on a shared definition of violence. A reminder 
of the complexity of the phenomenon is not helpful to understand violence, apart from it 
becoming clear that violence is culturally modelled. Like Larry Ray indicates in his book 
“Violence and Society”, Bufacchi proposes to go back to the origin and etymology of the word 
“violence”. Violence comes from the Latin word ‘Violentia’, passionate and uncontrolled 
physical force and/or ‘bodily response and harm’ (Glasser 1998). The etymological root of 
‘violence’ is ‘violare’ to infringe, transgress or to exceed some limit. When referring to 
‘violentia’ Buffacchi points out, that it is the narrow, ‘minimalist conception’ of violence 
(MCV) and ‘violare’ the comprehensive conception of violence (CCV).  […] 
   
The Minimalist Conception of Violence, in my perspective, could be summarized with two 
quotes of the American intellectual John Dewey’s “Violence is force gone wrong” […] 
“Violence is the inevitable result of an empty universality which often binds itself to 
established structures of power”. In a series of articles originally published in 1916, Dewey 
(1980: 246) argues that violence is force that is destructive and harmful: ‘energy becomes 
violence when it defeats or frustrates purposes instead of executing or realizing it (Buffachi 
2005: 195). Dewey’s distinction between force and violence was derived though a critique of 
pacifism, during the first World War, he carried it forward afterwards. Dewey aimed to reject 
the notion that all force is morally unjustifiable, simply because force is necessary if anything 
is to happen at all. Force is justified when it tends to the needs of a situation with all of its 
natural and human content. Within expressive arts therapy, when treating those that 
suffered from violence, the following notion is used “the axe that builds the house” (Knill, 
Barba, and Fuchs 2004). This notion refers to the understanding that the ‘axe’ has the ability 
to be used to construct; for example through allowing deconstruction (cutting wood) and 
then construct a wall from it. For it to have its constructive ability, a certain amount of force 
has to be used first.   
 
When relating this to treating traumatized people certain coping mechanism need to be 
deconstructed for the essence and foundation of identity to become visible, and to 
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reconstruct from there. The field of expressive arts therapy, refers to this transformation 
process where a certain amount of force and deconstruction is welcomed through ‘allowing 
destructuring’. It indicates that deconstruction should not happen in a blind destructive way, 
but constructively with the aim to allow development and give space to new identity 
narratives arising from liminality (Knill, Barba, and Fuchs 2004; Turner 1969; van Gennep 
1960).19 In this way, deconstruction leads to destructuring, to re-organization, to reinventing 
and new ways of generating meaning that creates possibilities for transformation and 
growth, on a personal and community level.  
 
When going back to the conceptualization of ‘violence’ the comprehensive conception of 
violence (CCV) refers to ‘anything avoidable that impedes human realization, violates the 
rights or integrity of the person and is often judged in terms of outcomes rather than 
intentions’. Felson (2009) describes violence as “physical aggression, i.e., when people use 
physical methods to harm others’ […]‘The harm they produce is not necessarily physical... . It 
could be a social harm or a deprivation of resources’. Felson’s description comes close to 
Johan Galtung’s (1969) concept of ‘structural violence’, “physical and psychological harm that 
results from exploitive and unjust social, political and economic systems. This is not 
[necessarily] carried out by individuals but is hidden… in structures that prevent people from 
realizing their potential” (Ray 2011: 9). Structural violence is based on structural 
contradictions, such as the discrepancy in property rights for sons and daughters.  
 
Galtung, as an influential conflict 
analyst and theorist, distinguishes 
three types of violence; direct 
violence, which is closely related to 
the definition of ‘violentia’ and MCV), 
structural violence (related to violare 
and the CCV) and cultural violence 
(see figure 3) (Ramsbotham et all. 2005: 10). Direct violence refers to visible, physical and 
verbal forms of violence; for example people in war situations who die between two lines of 
fire). Cultural/social violence comprises ideas and social institutions that blind people to see 
the violence and that justify violence committed. An example of cultural/social violence is 
                                                      
19 In section 1.2 Research Problem further describes the term liminality in relation to deconstruction, and also 
goes into expressive art’s intention to create space for “new identity narratives”.  
Figure 2: Types of violence 
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the practice that excludes lower caste groups, which is justified by the belief system of 
Hindus, whereby the ‘law of karma’20 determines in which caste group a person is born. 
Symbolic violence, employed by Bourdieu, entails a “gentle, invisible form of violence […] and 
[it] is not so much undergone as chosen, the violence of credit, confidence, obligation, 
personal loyalty, hospitality, gifts, gratitude, piety (1977: 192)”. When symbolic violence is 
utilized as a form of domination “it is exercised in an unrecognized manner [for ‘cultural 
outsiders’] because it is fully normalized within the socio-historical setting (Bourdieu and 
Wacquant 1992: 167; Orser 1995: 193)”. Bourdieu’s symbolic violence has thus much in 
common with Galtung’s cultural violence; and for this thesis I apply the term ‘cultural 
violence’ when referring to ‘invisible’ violence concealed in -and justified by- cultural and 
social practices. 
In the Nepalese intrastate war, the UCPN-M utilized direct violence (mainly force and speech) 
to eliminate the multiple forms of cultural and structural violence, like caste- and gender 
discrimination, but also feudalism which caused inequality in access to natural resources, 
public services and political organs (Rotberg 2006: 7; USAID 2006: V). The signing of the 
Comprehensive Peace Accords in November 2006 ended a period of direct violence between 
the Nepalese and the People’s Liberation Army. However, some forms of direct violence, 
such as oppression and physical violence on an individual base, continued after the signing 
of the Comprehensive Peace Accords. However, it continued in different ways and to a lesser 
extent than before the open conflict period. Also, political turmoil endures until today with 
political leaders stepping up and leaving, and multiple failed attempts to draft a new 
constitution.  The political instability did not support Nepal to develop a solid disaster 
preparedness plan, which was evident in face of the recent earthquakes that hit the republic. 
To conclude, in most definitions of violence both violentia and violar, direct, cultural and 
structural violence, are included: the ideas of an act of physical force is combined with a 
violation. […]  A war-traumatized and displaced person did not only endure multiple forms of 
violence in their place of origin, but continued to face structural exclusion or discrimination 
in their place of transit (refugee camp) or new ‘home’. The violence they experience after 
having left the war zone with direct violence taking place, might not always have been 
inflicted by actions with the intent to cause harm, but the following situations might have a 
                                                      
20.  Karma is the law of cause and effect, whereby the effects of all deeds actively create past, present, and future 
experiences. At the end of one’s life, karma determines and extends to one’s next life. Most Hindus believe that 
deitie are involved in the process, while others consider the natural laws of causation sufficient to explain the 
effects of karma. (Michaels, A., Hinduism: Past and Present 154–56, Princeton 1998) 
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harmful effect: living in insecurity for many years with your basic needs taken care of, the 
impossibility to work/study and integrate into your new home place, and being dependent 
on the good will of the ‘asylum apparatus’ (institutions) that determine your status. After this 
exposure to violence, I will look at the concepts of ‘conflict’ and ‘war’ more extensively, 
before moving towards the impact of war, which is closer to the core of the research 
questions. 
 
Different forms of conflict & war 
When direct violence and conflict take place at a large scale, it is defined it as ‘war’. It is not 
easy to calculate how many wars are going on in the world at the moment, because there 
are many different activities covered by the term ‘war’. But most lists of “wars“ set some 
minimum criteria—for instance, a minimum of a thousand battle deaths—to distinguish war 
from lower-level violence such as violent strikes or riots” (Goldstein & Pevehouse 2015: 109, 
110). Symmetric warfare is a conflict between relatively similar parties. Asymmetric warfare 
concerns a conflict between dissimilar parties […]. Ramsbotham et all. indicate that the roots 
of asymmetric conflicts21, lies in the “very structure of who they [the belligerents] are and the 
relationship between them” (2005: 21). The warfare actors in asymmetric conflicts can, for 
example, be an established government and a group of rebels or a majority and a minority. 
The ultimate goal is not to defeat the enemies’ violent army or peripheral organs, but to 
destroy the enemies’ organization as a whole and thus at the same time also the institutions 
that gave rise to -and upholds- the particular envied structure of roles and relationships 
(Tomes 2004: 17, 18). Hence, the struggle is not fought over territory but over identity and 
the ‘right to be’. 
 […] 






Based on the contemporary definition of intra-state, asymmetric warfare, the Nepalese 
conflict can be classified accordingly. The United Communist Party of Nepal- Mashal (UCPN-
M) aims “to contribute to the attainment of glorious communism by ending all forms of 
exploitation of man by man on the face of the earth”.22 In sum, apart from the dissimilarity 
in military force of the UCPN-M and the Nepalese Army, the ultimate goal of the UCPN-M is 
clearly one that is in line with the characteristics of an asymmetric conflict. 
  
2.1.2 Contemporary conflict patterns 
 
Although there is no universal agreement on armed conflict patterns, since research 
institutes have adopted different classification systems and forms of data analysis, there is a 
certain level of consensus (Goodhand 2006). most contemporary conflict is no longer 
interstate warfare, between states or blocks of states, nor total wars (see text box 1) but 
intra-state/civil wars whereby different identity groups are in conflict with each other or with 
the state (Kaldor and Vashee eds. 1997: 7-19; Rambotham et all. 2005: 81, 82). Within the 
context of civil war, factions within a state are trying to create or prevent a new government 
                                                      
22.    Interview with Comrade Prachanda on 28 May 2001, published in A World to Win, no. 27, 2001. 
Textbox 1: Types of warfare  
 
Total wars:  
A total war is characterized by its unprecedented intensity and extent. Theatres of operations span 
the globe; the scale of battle is practically limitless. Total war is fought heedless of the restraints 
of morality, custom, or international law, for the combatants are inspired by hatreds born of 
modern ideologies. Total war requires the mobilization not only of armed forces but also of whole 
populations. The most crucial determinant of total war is the widespread, indiscriminate, and 
deliberate inclusion of civilians as legitimate military targets (Roger Chickering's definition in Total 
War: The German and American Experiences, 1871-1914).  
Contemporary Conflict Patterns  
Intrastate, mostly chronical, wars whereby:  
• There is a blurred distinction between combatants and non-combatants (Alvarez-Castillo 2006: 
81); 
• mobilization is enacted by fear, corruption, religion, and media, instead of calls to patriotism; 
• the war economy is funded by outside emergency assistance and parallel economies as plunder 
and unofficial export of resources 
• the mode of warfare is fragmented and includes paramilitary and criminal groups, child soldiers, 
rape and siege, light weapons and atrocity 
• ideology is no longer universal, but tribalist and communalist identity politics Kaldor and Vashee, 
eds. 1997:7-19 in Ramsbotham; Rambotham et all. 2005: 81, 82).  
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for the entire state or some territorial part of it (Goldstein, & Pevehouse 2015: 109). In terms 
of mobilization: this is enacted by fear, corruption and media. Also external support replaced 
“conscription or appeals to patriotism”. 
 
Furthermore, the mode of warfare became fragmented involving paramilitary and criminal 
groups, child soldiers, light weapons, famine, rape and siege (Miall et al 1998: 69). In the 
introduction I mentioned that contemporary wars are oftentimes chronic and “it is difficult 
to demarcate the beginning or end of conflict, and what can be considered post-conflict is 
susceptible to reversal” (Alvarez-Castillo 2006: 81; Rambotham et all 2005: 82). More 
features of contemporary wars are outlined in textbox one (Kaldor and Vashee eds. 1997: 7-
19). Some scholars argue that the shift from ‘total wars’ to ‘new wars’ happened after the 
Second World War, while others take the 1960s, 1970s or End of the Cold War as a 
demarcation point (Goodhand 2006; Azar 1991: 93; Newman 2004; Holsti 1996: 14). It is not 
relevant for this dissertation to elaborate on this discussion. What is important is that the 
intrastate conflict in Nepal (1996-2006) comprises a lot of features that are in line with the 
above outlined characterization of contemporary conflict patterns. The sub -chapters 2.2 
‘Conflict Impact’ and chapter 4 elaborate on the characteristics of the civil war in Nepal.
  
  
2.1.3 The civil war in Nepal and its characteristics 
What does the theory about conflict characteristics outlined above mean for this research? 
In this paragraph (2.3.1)  I incorporated the theoretical considerations about conflict 
characteristics into my definition of the civil war in Nepal. The term ‘Nepalese civil war 1996-
2006’ is used to denote; all war-related activities performed by Nepalese actors or external 
intervention actors on behalf of the political conflict within the Nepalese state.  
 
Civil war and political antagonism in Nepal 
The Nepalese civil war can be seen as a political struggle between the Monarchists (the King, 
the supportive political parties, and the Nepalese Army), other political parties and the UCPN-
M (Sharma 2007:4; Hutt 2007). When the conflict is analysed based on class differentiation, 
the following trends can be distinguished: 
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• a centuries old feudal system with the beneficiaries (the elites at different levels, i.e. at 
the political level, top civil servants, businessmen, religious leaders) on the one side and 
the deprived (the poor, unemployed, the underpowered and voiceless) on the other 
(Ramsbothsam et all. 2005: 63-65; Upreti 2001: 36, 37, 40).  
• the high caste and the low caste groups. Whereby the high caste groups are in general 
wealthier and therefore have better access to education, good job opportunities and 
influential political positions. The low caste groups are usually less affluent and have less 
possibilities to join a private school, and to obtain good job opportunities and high 
political positions (van Dalen 2002: 24-37).  
 
I do not consider a cultural categorization of classes (as above) to be adequate to analyse the 
Nepalese intrastate conflict and to pinpoint the main conflict actors. Societies’ 
compartmentalization based on feudal mechanism and caste groups is viewed as an 
inducement to the politicization of institutions and in the end to the radicalization (and use 
of force/violence) of the political actors (Upreti 2001: 36-38). Hence, the conflict actors are 
categorized according to their political orientation.     
    
Political antagonism resulted in political violence; that is visible, verbal and physical forms of 
violence, utilized between 1996 and 2006 (or shortly before and after) on behalf of the quest 
for political power (Ramsbotham et all. 2005: 10). For this dissertation, De Silva’s 
specification of political violence is used as a working definition; “a process where the 
deliberate use and/or the threat of force is carried out with an intention to cause death, 
and/or injury, and/or destruction of person(s), property and interests, by organized groups 
or members of such entities, to their perceived political enemies” (De Silva 2000:128). A 
second element of political antagonism is the cultural construction of the opposition party, 
inherent to the spread of political ideology. Here, multiple forms of violence can be 
employed, for instance, campaigns/speeches that demonize the enemy and glorify/mystify 
the own group cultural programs/demonstrations/rallies that boost the positive group-
identification, (Gomperts 2003: 7-9, De Silva 2000: 127-130).  
Hence, political antagonism is divided in: 
• Military strategies, namely strategic and/or tactical maneuvers carried out with the 
purpose to strengthen one’s own party, or as a counter-insurgency. Example of strategies 
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used in the Nepalese civil war: the use of direct violence (torture, rape, murder, 
bombings, etc.), recruitment campaigns, labour camps (Gersony 2003). 
• The spread of political ideology, aiming to increase the successful recruitment of the 
population for either party in the conflict. This was done with the aim to reach the masses 
(i.e. performing speeches or widespread censure), but also on a small scale through 
organising political debates and cultural programs at village level.  
 
Concerning the Nepalese conflict situation, chapter four will outline in more detail, the social, 
economic and political situation of Nepal. Chapter 4, also discusses the political 
dissemination of ideas by the UCPN-M’s and other political parties’, as well as their military 
strategies, and its impact on the population.  
 
 
2.2 The Conflict impact 
 
Wars impact nations on many levels (e.g. local, district and national level) and in multiple 
forms (i.e. infrastructural destruction, human casualties and related social trauma, 
fragmentation of social relations, impoverishment (Geller and Singer 1998). There are 
different ways to indicate the costs and effects of war on society. Until the mid-twentieth 
century the analysis of causes and consequences of conflict happened along the line of 
macro-politics, because most wars were inter-state (Miall et al 1998). Here, the focus was on 
macro-level power shifts and economic costs of war (i.e. including the war economy and costs 
of damage done to infrastructure) (Ramsbotham et al. 2005: 4, 80-83).23 The impact of 
interstate wars is mainly limited to the effects of the military campaigns of the national 
armies and the indirect effects on e.g. food security.  
 
2.2.1 Conflict impact of civil wars  
 
While not underestimating the cruelties of the wars that were fought openly between states, 
there are some reasons why the characteristics of contemporary conflicts give rise to 
                                                      
23.    Human costs refer to the number of human casualties and material costs of a conflict to: 1) the finances 
spent on the war economy. 2) the financial implications of the material destruction of i.e. infrastructure. 3) the 
downgrading of the  national economy as a consequence of the war situation. 
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extreme forms of social trauma (Thomas & Allen 2000: 173; Allen et all 1996: 150). In 
civil war, civilians are often the object of recruitment and the target of fighting (Allen et all. 
1996: 749). Moreover, victory is not primarily determined by winning specific battles, but by 
“changing or removing the attitudes and allegiances of a part of the population. Customs of 
trust, moral probity and duty are made inadequate to ensure social accountability [towards 
the warfare actor]” (Thomas & Allen 2000: 173). In the Nepalese civil war (1996-2006) 
civilians were the object for recruitments of the UCPN-M and the targets of fighting both by 
the UCPN-M and the government security forces, which makes a discussion about the impact 
of civil wars pertinent.   
 
The International Red Cross Society mentions that most casualties of 21st century wars are 
civilians, especially women, children and elderly people. Civilians who are not killed are often 
forced to leave their homes, and thereby become refugees or internally displaced persons 
(Allen et all. 1996: 749). Hence, the loss of place, home, and identity, acute and chronic 
trauma and family disruption have become an increased concern regarding the implications 
of war in the latter part of the 20th century (Meyer 2007: 22). In the introduction it was 
mentioned that the number of people who fled their homes or lived in exile grew 
exponentially in the last years, and bears the highest number since the mid-nineties: 59.5 
million forcibly displaced people (refugees, asylum seekers and internally displaced people) 
in 2014.24  Migrant, refugee and asylum-seek problematics is a topic high on political agendas, 
and more attention has been given to the psychological impact of displacement.  
 
A second characteristic of the impact of civil wars is related to the mode of warfare, which is 
fragmented and includes paramilitary and criminal groups, trade in small arms, child soldiers, 
rape and atrocities. This all gives rise to social and psychological trauma (Rambothsam et all. 
2005: 82). Anton Foek exposes stories of the Civil War in the Republic of Sudan, whereby the 
Popular Defense Forces (Arab militias) kidnapped and sold women and children for domestic 
and sexual abuse (1998: 11). Other authors outline the development of a culture of violence 
and fear, as a consequence of the widespread and intense modes of warfare (Kaldor and 
Vashee, eds. 1997; De Silva 2000). At the height of the Sri Lankan military campaign against 
the Sinhalese paramilitary, people described that they were so frightened that they “only 
opened their mouths to eat” (De Silva 2000: 131). Research conducted in commission by the 
                                                      
24.   http://www.un.org/en/globalissues/briefingpapers/refugees/UNHCR, “A world at war. Global trends. 
Forced displacement in 2014”, http://unhcr.org/2014trends/ 
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Center of Victims of Torture (Katmandu, Nepal) reflects on the length a trauma recovery 
process can take after the use of intense modes of warfare “many Bhutanese refugees (living 
in Nepal) who were tortured, suffer from temporarily or life-time psychiatric disorders” (Van 
Ommeren et all. 2001).25 Concerning communities as a whole, social relations of trust and 
reciprocity are also highly impacted, due to the civil character of civil wars.  
 
In addition, the blurred distinction between combatants and non-combatants results in 
violence targeted towards civilians, which affects them in such a way that often they cannot 
return to their former ways of living. The warring factions know about each other’s cultural 
traditions, social practises, religious beliefs and sanctuaries, and use this knowledge for the 
development of their military strategies. Guerrillas in several countries (like Mozambique, 
Uganda, and Liberia), “…have forced children to kill or maim members of their own families. 
The children are subsequently branded or indelibly marked, and then incorporated into the 
guerrilla army, knowing that they can never go home because their relatives will exact 
revenge for what they have been forced to do (Thomas & Allen 2000: 180).  
 
Two other examples, whereby the return to former ways of living is problematic are 1) when 
members of the same family fought on different sides of the conflict (one with the People’s 
Liberation Army of the UCPN and one with the government security forces) 2) when women 
are compelled to undress in public, or when they have fallen prey to gang rape (Thomas and 
Allen 2000: 174). The shame and social stigmatization of these women makes it impossible 
to continue their lives in the same villages after the war. Juan Boggino, a psychotherapist 
with the Primo Levi Counseling Center in Paris which helps refugees who have been tortured, 
emphasizes the effects of sexual abuse of women in war situations as follows “[there is a] 
deep breakdown of the individual, and feelings of shame and humiliation are especially 
strong since the crime was committed in front of witnesses- the family, the village. Young 
women who were virgins at the time of the rape say no one will ever want them. It is 
impossible for them to imagine having a normal relationship with a man” (in Oosterveld 
1998: 3).  
 
Finally, while there are established codes of conduct which regulate military action between 
states (e.g. the UN Charter, the 1948 Geneva Conventions) less accommodation has been 
                                                      
25.   Also see www.cvict.org.np, the website of the Center for Victims of Torture, Katmandu (Nepal). 
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made to regulate the levels/types of violence applied in civil wars (Thomas and Allen 2000: 
174; Allen et all. 1996: 749). Allen and his colleagues indicate that the demurral of the 
international community to agree upon a regulatory system for civil wars is based on the 
reluctance to interfere in internal affairs of sovereign states or in the conduct of parties to a 
civil conflict (1996: 150). Nonetheless, in the late 1980s and early 1990s some effort was 
made to broaden the scope of the Conventions and Protocols and make them applicable to 
contemporary conflicts. This proved to be very difficult since there is a lack of applicable and 
effective institutions to manage belligerents of civil wars. The forms of violence in 
contemporary conflicts are extreme, unlimited and targeted towards whole populations, 
including innocent civilians (Thomas and Allen 2000: 174; Vickers 1993: 16).    
 
2.2.2 How to describe the impact of contemporary conflicts 
 
A different structure of warfare also requires adjustment to the methods used to research 
its effects. Because civilians are increasingly involved as combatants or victims, conflict 
impact studies direct their attention more often to the micro-level, and studies are 
performed to describe the fragmentation of social relations and the traumatization of victims 
of war (Kaldor and Vashee 1997). In most cases the numbers of human casualties (direct 
combat-related and indirect deaths), human rights abuses, displacement, and the lack of 
state control (displacement of local/district level government representatives, destruction of 
critical infrastructure, etc.) are viewed as key indicators of conflict affectedness 
(Ramsbotham et all 2005: 72, 73; WFP/UNOCHA 2007: 3). These numbers are only relevant 
to indicate the intensity of direct violence employed and the number of lives lost as a 
consequence of the violence applied. Indicating the conflict impact in numbers gives a rather 
abstract idea of the consequences, while civil war has a very physical and tenable effect. 
Think of the human misery, psychological suffering and material destruction done to personal 
belonging of families (Cranna ed. 1994). According to Cranna, the latter three elements 
implicate ‘the true costs of conflict’, something which most likely will be perceived differently 
in each local context. Let me share one story of the true face of the Nepali civil war and its 
psychological effect. The fierce direct violence (verbal and physical) engaged by the security 
forces during the open conflict period (1996-2006) caused distrust to embed deeply in the 
minds and souls of Rukum’s population (which was my research district in 2007/2008; too 
deep to change overnight. When I spent some time with a female respondent of my age she 
shared her story: 
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I was married for three years and we lived in a house a bit down from here [she pointed out 
of the window to outline the location. Then, during one night [in 2003], while we were in bed, 
the police came with guns. They took my husband and killed him. My husband was innocent; 
he had done nothing wrong. After that I started to live with my mother and father, but my 
father died of AIDS in 2006. This is my daughter. She is three years now. She then continues 
with “my mother said that it is getting late and I have to go to the fields…………” 
 
I noticed a lot of depth in the story by watching the nonverbal communication. Here some of 
my observations: When emotions became too much, the respondent distracted. When she 
shared about what happened to her husband her voice filled with indignation. There were 
times that I hesitated if I should ask any further, because I did not want to trigger emotions 
that were too overwhelming to her, and decided to decenter a bit from the topic and give 
some attention to the daughter that was sitting on her lap. After she shared that her daughter 
was three years and her husband being killed three years ago it became painfully silent, and 
I understood that she must have been pregnant while the police killed her husband. Then her 
mother yelled from the kitchen in Nepali “Why do you tell all these things about the war, to 
these people”. At that moment the respondent turned to me and said “my mother said that 
it is getting late and I have to go to the fields…………”. I understood and did not feel 
comfortable pushing the interview any further. While I left, I quickly told her that if she 
wanted to chat, have tea, or if she needed something, she could always come to my room in 
the close-by mud house where I lived. But she did not. 
 
To me, these kind of stories, and other similar ones, shows how traumatic experiences caused 
scorn and distrust to root deeply. Another element of the ‘true costs of war’ (Cramer eds. 
1994) is set out within the field of “exile psychology”. Living in exile officially means 
banishment, the political action that forces a person to depart from its country, and live 
involuntarily in another (Meyer 2007: 27). However, I would like to look at “living in exile” in 
a more general and metaphoric way. The theme of exile is central to Edward Said’s critical 
and scholarly works, for example in his memoir Out of Place published in 1999. Exile is a 
broader term that encompasses the definition of being a refugee, and “refers to people 
displaced from their original home, even when they leave it willingly. Exile is a way of dwelling 
in space with a constant awareness that one is not at home. The exile is oriented to a distant 
place and feels that he does not belong where he lives” (Barbour 2007: 293). Because of war 
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increasingly leading to family disruption, civilian deaths, displacement and social and 
individual trauma [...], I consider the term exile relevant to include in the consequences and 
costs of war. The story above of the Nepali women and the stories below reveal exile to mean 
more than political exile. Even without being displaced, war can lead to physical and/or 
psychological exile from the outer world.  
To understand which conditions lead to which forms of exile and how the exile is 
experienced, a Eurocentric perspective prevent us from understanding global conflict 
contexts.26 
This becomes very clear in the book “Crazy Like Us. The Globalization of The American 
Psyche” of Watters (2010)  which demonstrates how Western (American and European) 
conceptions of mental illness have been exported to the rest of the world. “The often 
enthusiastic international reception of DSM-III and IV with its standardized descriptions of 
typical American forms of mental anguish, has homogenized human suffering all over the 
world. Psychiatry appears to be following the example of McDonald’s, which successfully 
homogenized (and worsened) the daily diet of humankind”.27  
[…]  
[…] 
To support building up a more diverse and local understanding of the different forms of 
‘exile’, I employ Dr. Meyer’s (2007:27) categories of ‘exile’ and connect stories to it of the 
Nepali case study I enacted:  
1. Political exile: the refugees’ perception is contrasting with the government of their mother 
country, as a result their punishment is that they are not welcomed in their own country. 
Below two story on political exile, a bit different than the explanation on political exile it 
focusses on political exile and mobility limitation within Nepal itself. It also shows how 
political exile can lead to other forms of exile, such as psychological exile  
 
Story A. Political exile during the open conflict, psychological exile after the open conflict  
                                                      
26. Pop, T., From Eurocentrism to hybridity or from singularity to plurality, 
http://www.theroundtable.ro/Archive/literary_studies/titus_pop_from_eurocentrism_to_hibridity_or_from_si
ngularity_to_plurality.doc, Retrieved 12 January 2017. 
27 Review – Ethan Watters. Crazy Like Us: The Globalization of the American Psyche. New York: Free Press, 2010.  
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(Nepal 1996 – 2006).  
Where I went for protection during the war? To the trees [points at a tree 50 meter away 
from her house], so no one could find me. They [the trees] are my friends [laughs]. Sometimes 
I spent more than two days in the trees without any food. I also learned how to sleep up there 
[in the tree]. [Turns to me with a frightened look and asks:] are they coming back, the Maoists 
and the Army? (citation of an elderly female Nepali respondent from Urdi, Kamrot VDC). 
Story B. Political exile within the country of origin (Nepal)  
The Maoists did not allow us to travel to the district headquarter, since they were afraid that 
people would tell about their bad deeds and that the police would come to kill them [this 
argument counts especially for the years 2000 till 2006]. Only once, we got a permission letter 
from the Maoist; that was because we told them [the UCPN-M] that we needed to go to the 
hospital very urgently. When the police saw us on the way to Khalanga [the district 
headquarters], we chew and ate the letter. Otherwise, the police would have killed us.  
 
2. Emotional exile: according to the government the refugee can go home, yet they have 
emotional reasons why they feel it is impossible to return. In the Nepali situation; I met one 
respondent in Hong Kong who was with the Security Forces, while his brother was with the 
Maoists. It seemed impossible for them to return to the same household, so he fled to Hong 
Kong and commented, “my mother did not stop crying”.  
3.  Exile from the culture: refers to a situation where refugees come from cultures that are 
very different from the exile country in terms of language, religion, climate and social 
interaction (Meyer 2004). Below an example of exile from the culture”:   
 
Culture and emotional exile   
Nepali respondents living in Nepal who fled because of the direct violence in the civil war, or 
the impossibility to reintegrate into society, shared how they had difficulty integrating into 
the Hong Kong society, because of cultural differences as well as because of exclusion from 
Hong Kong’s society. Without the right to work, do volunteer work, or go to school it is not 
easy to integrate. Furthermore, they experienced that the Hong Kong people were so busy 
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trying to take care of their own families and keep their heads above water, that they had no 
attention for the minority communities in the city.28  
4. Exile from the body  
Some refugees and war-traumatized people report that they feel like they live outside their 
bodies, and observe it as if it is someone else. This most often happens to rape and torture 
victims for whom their bodies have become numb, without feeling or affect (Basoglu eds 
1992; Levine 2008). As can be read in the ‘traumatology’ section of this chapter, the body 
protects itself and puts on the ‘emergency break’ when the emotional or physical pain is too 
intense for the human system to digest. The emergency break means that the dissociation 
starts to set in. Meyer produced a highly interesting film called In Exile from the body, a 21 
minute long film about the Movement Program for Bosnian refugees at the Fossnes 
Reception Center in 1993 – 94, in Norway. The film tells the story of a group of refugees - 
men, women and children – who had gone through a training program and how they 
experienced it. All of them were traumatized; they had difficulties coping with the present 
situation in the reception centre.   
 
Whatever form or category ‘exile’ might have, Said defines it as “terrible to experience […], 
the unhealable riff forced between a human being and a native place, between the self and 
its true home; its essential sadness can never be surmounted”.  [...] 
The above examples shed light on the “true costs of war” and why they encompass more 
than numbers (Cranna ed. 1994). A focus on indicating the conflict impact in numbers, also 
does not help to develop an understanding of the social dynamics generating, fostering, and 
potentially retriggering the violent conflict (Ramsbotham 2005: 72). In terms of the civil war 
in Nepal, which predominately took place in remote areas where people depend on their 
social relations for survival; statistics on the human and economic costs of warfare are 
certainly not the most adequate indicators of the impact of conflict (Bourdieu 1998; 
Schrauwers 1999: 105-129). Remote areas often inhabit a moral economy29 where social 
relations between individuals and groups are important to the local power distribution and 
to a family’s options for survival. Or to put it differently, the brunt of a conflict is related to 
                                                      
28.    This short paraphrase is based on informal interviews with Nepali people living in Hong Kong, and with the 
chairman of an association that represents asylum seekers and refugees. 
29.  Moral economies are localities regulated by social and moral obligations of exchange. Kinship ties, 
reciprocity,   behavior, and relationships of trust are important as means to obtain access to - and ownership- of 
resources (Scott    1976; Moser 1998: 4; Bourdieu 1977: 92-110).  
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the ‘pre-war’ power- and social relations (the stock of social capital)30 present in villages, 
because relationships of trust and reciprocity can serve as insurances in food scarcity during 
a conflict. Also, obtaining positive relations with commanders of one of the warring parties 
possibly leads to information advantages in terms of early warning for planned attacks by the 
enemy group. On the other hand, in guerrilla-type civil wars in moral economies social capital 
is often misused for the benefit of the particular warring faction, for instance, by means of 
exploitation of relationships of trust, reciprocity and dependency (Rubio 1997: 805-816; Field 
2003: 71-89). Consequently, the distinction between combatants and non-combatants 
become blurred (Alvarez-Castillo 2006: 81).   
To understand the impact of civil-war taking place in remote areas characterized by a moral 
economy, conflict impact studies should not only focus on the psychological effects 
(traumatization, social fragmentation) nor exclusively on the number of human casualties 
and displaced government representatives. In such cases, the impact of conflict on the social 
structures of localities, including social relations and the power inherent to the social 
networks, needs attention. The social structure of localities is basically the ‘social 
infrastructure’ of a particular village; the way in which social relations and power distribution 
between individuals and groups and ‘non-civil’ institutions are organized (Bourgeois and 
Friedkin 2001: 245-260; Knack 1999: 1). […] The impact of conflicts can reshape the social 
structure in various ways. Following are some examples of ways in which this can happen:  
• former harmonious relations between individuals of the same group and between 
different groups can fragment (Hilhorst 2007). Previously hostile feelings between individuals 
and groups may deepen into outrage and hatred (Anderson 2001). resulting in distrust 
amongst villagers, social fragmentation and exclusion of particular groups. 
• new groups might be formed because of the recruitment strategies of warfare actors 
(Hanlon 2005: 277 in Junne and Verkoren 2005). Also the networks between individuals are 
often reshaped in a war, as for the politicization of the society. Several respondents of my 
research in Nepal noted “now politics comes first and social relations are second”, with which 
they meant that the networks of relations where formed along the lines of the political 
differences rather than on reciprocity, kinship ties and friendship. 
                                                      
30. In short, social capital is the sum of resources of individuals or groups which can both be used to obtain 
certain    privileges (like access to medicines when scarce during a conflict), to underpin disadvantages (like 
social exclusion or   becoming the target of direct violence) and to manipulate others (Bourdieu 1992: 119).   
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• traditional gender roles are another element, often subject to the conflict impact on 
social structures. Foek exposes the effects of the civil war in the Republic of Sudan on the 
division of tasks and the relations between men and women as follows “the war has turned 
many things upside down. Many men have been maimed or killed or are simply away fighting 
their war games. Women started to take over their tasks and society changed a bit. [one 
respondent of Foek notes that] ‘We improvised what men had to do all the time during a day 
and experienced what they are going through when they have to run. That led to more 
respect from the men. Now, we do not have to serve them food on our knees anymore’ 
”(1998: 13). 
• also related to roles and distribution of power, just like gender roles, are the existing 
power structures in villages in general. These might be enforced or altered during wars, 
whereby some groups and individuals activate their networks and resources to dominate 
others. Collier and Sambanis argue that “the weakest elements of society are in no position 
to restrain the strongest -the perpetrators of violence (2002: 5)”. Cultures of fear are likely 
to arise when an entity (an individual or a group) strengthens one’s power position with the 
use of violence (threat, torture, rape etc) (De Silva 2000: 129-131).  
• In addition, people’s negative experiences with individuals in hierarchical positions 
who use their power for their own benefits, may unfold in suspicion towards mechanisms of 
authority (government institutions, NGO´s that try to resolve a local conflict) (Verkoren 2005: 
293, 294).  
The psychological effects, the number of human casualties, and the effect on the social 
structures of localities together determine the extent to which conflict affects local 
communities, and the resilience capacity of the local population31.  Additionally, it is 
important to outline that the outcomes of micro-level studies should be analyzed, while 
taking note of the way in which macro-level economic, political and social processes are 
responsible for the composition of the social structures of local communities (Fine 1999: 12). 
In the Nepali case, between 2007-2012 I extensively researched the impact of the civil war 
on the social structure of localities.32 
                                                      
31. Resilient capacity refers to the opportunities households have to bypass the negative effects of war, and the 
ease and rapidity with which they recover from war (Moser 1998: 3; Blum 2002) 
32. This research focused on localities in the Mid-Western Hill area and the differences between them. As a 
theoretical framework tools the Sustainable Livelihood Framework and the capital assets where employed to 
investigate conflict affectedness at the household and individuals level.  
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Dr. Melinda Meyer, who did research into the usefulness of expressive arts for Bosnian war 
refugees in Norway, comments “In the context of returnees and their concept of “home”, it 
would be a mistake to focus only on the returnee’s psyche, or solely on the social context, as 
these two elements are in a constant and dynamic dialectic” (2007: 22, 23). Therefore, I will 
not only inquire into the psychological state of Nepali people who fled their country because 
of direct violence or other types of less visible violence, but also assess what kind of 
circumstances they are facing when they arrive and start to make a living in Hong Kong. Do 
they encounter violence in their new place of refuge? And how does that affect the chances 
of recovering from civil war. 
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In this dissertation I focus on the psychological effects of civil war. When violence is defined 
in a broad way; including direct, cultural and structural violence, it becomes clear that 
violence does not necessarily end when a war survivor is displaced or sought asylum 
elsewhere.  
 
2.3 Traumatology & displacement 
 
Introduction 
This chapter will reflect on the concepts “health, wellbeing and trauma” throughout 
(European) history. Since traumatology as a field developed in context of European history 
there is a focus on the development of conceptualization of “mental distress and trauma” in 
this geographical setting. many of the concepts, language and identification tools used in 
psychology paradigms both in research as well as practice come from this (Eurocentric) 
notion of mental distress and trauma.  Hence, I highlight the European conceptualization of 
“health, wellbeing and trauma” to make transparent how a Eurocentric understanding of 
trauma (treatment) affects current trauma identification and treatment ideas. Here, I would 
like to be careful as to not homogenize psychiatry approaches from the Europe and the US 
as one and the same source of evil.  Hans Pols writes, while reviewing Watters book “Crazy 
Like Us”; After all, many American mental health care practitioners often view picking a DSM-
diagnosis as a bureaucratic exercise after which the real treatment can begin. The importance 
of DSM in many developing countries appears to be somewhat overstated.[…]. If the influence 
of American psychiatric ideas could be diminished, psychiatric anthropologists would be able 
to conduct more interesting research projects. At least that appears to be Watters’ opinion. 
His interest in the rest of the world is laudable. Nevertheless, he completely overlooks the fact 
that in most developing countries, there are hardly any psychiatrists and access to 
psychotropic drugs is very difficult. As a consequence, many individuals do not receive the 
care they need and suffer unnecessarily.27    
 
My aim is to balance and neither homogenize psychiatry from the global west, nor to be blind 
to Eurocentrism within the development of the concepts and treatments part of the 
psychiatry field. I decided to take a Foucauldian approach to therapy and resilience, exploring 
the regeneration of hierarchic power relation between a therapist and client. The 
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assumptions underlining therapy will be addressed while touching upon the Cartesian body-
mind split, and applying Walter Benjamin’s dissertation on “history as a curation of 
fragmented stories” to reflect on traumatic memory. The chapter will end with a reflection 
on the universality of trauma storing from a neurological perspective, and what it means to 
be a traumatized person in Hong Kong. This builds the bridge to the last paragraph of chapter 
2, Art therapy across borders, which explores the need for contextual treatment.  
 
2.3.1 The ontology of women, wellbeing, and trauma 
 
History of health, mental illness and trauma  
The Preamble to the Constitution of the WHO, signed in July 1946, and effective in 1948, in 
accordance with Article 80 of the Constitution defines health as "a state of complete physical, 
mental, and social well-being and not merely the absence of disease or infirmity."33 […] 
Denise Russell explicates her findings in the book “women, madness, and medicine” (1995), 
and reflects on the conceptions of health and sickness (mental, physical or spiritual) and their 
development over time in Europe. She indicates that in the 14th century, those that were 
considered mentally ill, including psycho-social complaints at times, were thought to be 
possessed by the Devil or other evil spirits, and therefore acquired special knowledge and 
powers. The forbidden element of evil knowledge caused the mental and physical distress 
(Russell 1995: 4). The “treatment” given to these people was to expel them from villages and 
town, where they were taken care of by saints, boatmen or travelling merchants (Foucault 
2006). Foucault published his doctoral thesis in 1961 entitled “The history of Madness”, 
translated by Murphy and Khalfa (2006), which elaborates on theories of madness, mental 
illness and the history of the asylum. With regards to the treatment of the mentally ill, he 
highlighted the following: “In Frankfurt in 1399, boatmen were given the task of ridding the 
city of madmen who walked around naked…” (ibid: 9). 34 […]  
 
At the end of the 14th century those that were mentally ill, were grouped with heretics (who 
rejected dominant spiritual beliefs), magicians, midwives and astrologers. The grouping and 
                                                      
33.  http://www.who.int/governance/eb/who_constitution_en.pdf 
34  Foucault’s History of Madness has been critized with claims that it is “bad history writing” (Gutting 2005: 51). 
It might have reached its aim to question whether modern psychiatric medicine is not just a new form of “social 
control”, and mental illness a social construct. However, some historical facts mentioned in Foucault’s 
dissertation are highly questionable. Merquior and Midelfort for example claim that the general hospitals 
largely developed out of medieval hospitals and monasteries, not largely from reopened leprosaria as in 
Foucault’s theory (Merquior 1991: 28; Midelfort 1980: 256). 
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persecutions that followed affected thousands of men, women and children. Women were 
especially targeted, because they were seen as “embodying sexuality” and immorality, more 
than men. Throughout the Classical Age, mental illness was regarded as a mixture of error 
and sin “the mad went against reason and, in addition, breached the moral norms (Russell 
1995:8; Midelfort 1980: 254). […] 35Up until the end of the 15th century, in terms of societal 
focus “death” took the place of “mental illness”; in the concepts and actualization of war and 
plagues people saw elements of “the end of mankind and the end of time”. “Hanging over 
human existence is an order and an end that no man can escape, a menacing presence from 
within the world itself” (Foucault 2006: 15). Perspectives towards health and mental illness 
changed into a certain ambiguousness, mental illness and the possible psychosocial 
complaints were seen as both threat and derision, “the vertiginous unreason of the world, 
and the shallow ridiculousness of men”. Or in short, merely a reminder that a universal 
madness would soon unite with death, and those mentally ill were seen as “being-already-
there”. In this sense, the experience of mental illness has a rigorous continuity with that of 
leprosy. The ritual exclusion of the leper showed that he or she was, in life, the presence of 
death itself.36 […} 
 
During the mid-seventeenth century, economic crises and rising unemployment in Europe 
brought a new era. The mentally ill were grouped together with all other social outcast 
accused of serious immorality and put into detention centres. Evil was no longer a 
punishment or the end of time, but merely a fault or flaw. The mentally ill were seen as 
“unreasonable” (Russel 2005: 6). 37 In the eighteenth century protests against the detainment 
arose and many people were released, however the detention in public asylums continued 
till the 19th century. Medical doctors where heading the institutions, a position to which they 
permeated themselves access, not only based on their medical expertise. As mental illness 
                                                      
35. Russel and Midelfort contradict Michael Foucaults’ writings on mental illness in this regard. Foucault 
theorized that there was a certain openness towards the mentally ill in the Middle Ages and the Renaissance; as 
a recognised part of the truth of existence (Scull 1990: 62). Russel and Midelfort claim that as late as the 16th 
century, madness was still sometimes explained by demonic possession (Midelfort 1999: 9), and treated with 
fear and horror “historians find many instances of extreme cruelty to the mad in the Middle Ages, and 
dangerous madmen were generally locked up, sometimes in chains […] The imprisonment of the insane 
(especially dangerous ones) in cells, prisons or cages was not infrequent in the later Middle Ages and 
Renaissance (Midelfort 1980: 253).   
36 The poet Eustache Deschamps expressed the ideas of the mentally ill “already-being-there” and having 
arrived at death as follows: We are cowardly .Ill-formed and weak.Aged, envious and evil-spoken. I see only 
fools and sots Truly the end is night. All goes ill. 36.  
Eustache Deschamps, OEuvres, ed. Saint-Hilaire de Raymond, vol. I, p. 203. 
37. Foucault, M (1973), Madness and civilization, Vintage, New York, chapter 2.  
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was seen as moral corruption, doctors acted as moral guardians who had to protect the city 
from the source of evil to be spread. At the End of the Classical Age (end of the eighteenth 
century) the mentally ill were no longer not held responsible for their state, like in the Middle 
Ages, but they were morally condemned when they denied their state of being or disturbed 
the rest of society. To have no full control over one’s actions or thoughts was now considered 
a disturbance of feelings (inappropriate, abnormal and immoral ones) and less a disturbance 
of thoughts.  
 
Until the Classical Age (17th & 18th century), cures for those with any kind of mental 
disturbance and/or psycho somatic one, were focussed on the whole person, even though 
their complaint may appear as merely physical or mental. Bitters were taken to purify the 
soul and the body, theatrical or musical presentation was thought to influence the soul and 
body. This changed drastically with the approach of the 19th century. The unity between 
body-mind was broken down, a dualism mirrored in the treatment of the mentally ill and 
traumatized. Surveillance and punishment started to be used as cures, as a consequence of 
the belief that it was possible to treat the mind only for healing. The weakening power of the 
Church and the rise of the importance of science meant a more scientific, and less theological 
understanding was sought for illness. The mentally ill became the domain of medical 
practitioner instead of the saints and boatmen. More specifically, with regards to treating 
the mentally ill, including the traumatized; the field of psychiatry was born with the lecture 
of Benjamin Rush in 1786 as a starting point. Phillippe Pinel, seen as the founder of psychiatry 
in France, stated at the beginning of the 19th century that “the madman is made to 
understand that it is for his sake and reluctantly that we resort to such violent measures” 
(Russel 1995: 15-17; Weiner 1992:729). When self-control takes over, the punishment and 
moral treatment would be stopped. The mentally ill were basically treated as children.38
 […] 
In the same period, gender became a heightened topic in relation to psychiatry. Psychiatrists 
were increasingly seen as moral guardians to keep women within the narrow role boundaries 
offered to them in the 19th century patriarchal culture. Women were associated with 
sexuality more than men. Mental illness was caused by women’s reproductive functioning, it 
                                                      
38.  The moral treatment according to Foucault included: 1) silence; and refusal to listen to the “mad” 2) 
enforced self-reflection with various attempts to get the mad to recognize that they were mad, and 3) perpetual 
judgement (Russel 1995:16). The success of doctors to bring the mentally ill back to a moral path, enabled the 
belief that doctors held a special power to understand and cure mental illness. This added to the power position 
they already attained, as it was up to them to decide who should be detained, released, and cared for in 
hospitals. 
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was believed. And there was another reason for why women took the lead as psychiatric 
patients; the growth of the industry in the 19th century made the number of town dwellers 
grow as well as urban poverty. The exodus from the country to the city was predominately a 
male exodus, yet it broke up family units and left poor women and single mothers alone at 
the country side. Elaine Showalter indicates in the book chapter ‘Victorian women and 
insanity’ (included in the book Madhouses, Mad doctors, and Madmen) that poor women 
were labelled insane for the authorities to avoid paying them a dole (1981: 316, 317). Women 
taking the lead as psychiatric patients retained this role ever since, something which Luce 
Irigaray associates with the suppression of women’s sexuality, identity and language in 
patriarchal cultures (which to her are all present-day cultures). 39 She believes that there is a 
continuous effective repression of our desire, as old as Western civilization and embodied in 
our language: women’s desire or reasoning does not speak the same language as men’s 
(Russel 1995: 117-126). Feminine language is characterized by multiplicity of meanings, by 
lack of unity and cannot be pinned down to a single literal meaning, but Irigaray continues 
“rarely, if ever, do we hear this language of the feminine”. If ‘she’ wants to express herself 
she must speak in a language that is not innate to her, which cuts women off from herself 
and her closeness to other women. The following quote reflects her ideas on feminine 
language, or better said, the lack of acknowledging it:  
 
One would have to listen with another ear, as if hearing an ‘other meaning’ always in the 
process of weaving itself, of embracing itself with words, but also of getting rid of words in 
order not to become fixed, congealed in them. For if ‘she’ says something, it is not, it is already 
no longer, identical with what she means....it is useless, then, to trap women in the exact 
definition of what they mean, to make them repeat (themselves) so that it will be clear; they 
are already elsewhere in that discursive machinery.40  
 
Irigaray concludes that women’s silence is connected to the repression of sexuality and 
identity, and is to be seen as the reason behind women’s madness or illness. Interestingly, 
there seems to be a link between masculinity and the lack of acknowledging feminine 
language, and the division between human experience that is viewed to hold truth as in 
historical claims, and knowledge that falls outside the dominant paradigms of knowledge and 
                                                      
39. Irigaray is a Belgian feminist, whose claims stem from a version of psychoanalytic theory that she has 
developed from Freud, Lacan and Francoise Dolto. 
40. Irigaray, L. (1985), ‘This sex which is not on’. In: This Sex which is Not One, trans. C. Porter, Cornell University 
Press, Ithaca, NY, 1985, pp. 28  
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representation. When looking a bit deeper into the underlying assumptions as to which 
human experience and language is acknowledged and which is not.  
 
Beside the gender considerations, exhibited about, the acceptance of a mind/body dualism 
in the 19th century, compared to the more holistic approach in the 18th century also gave rise 
to a conceptual dilemma that has not been resolved: “how to explain the cause of mental 
events? And if mental events are caused by physical events, how can there be a causal effect 
when mind and body are separate entities? And how to explain psychosomatic illness, if the 
mind and body are distinct?”  The great philosophical distinction between mind and body 
can be traced to the Greek philosophy, however, it was the French mathematician and 
philosopher, René Descartes (1596- 1650) who gave the first systematic account of the 
mind/body relationship. Levine expresses about this dualism as a result of the Cartesian 
body/mind split and highlights that “many of the prevailing conceptions of [health and] 
trauma in psychology and the social sciences seem to be inappropriate for understanding 
human suffering” (2009: 17). He continues by stressing that one of the problems with 
Eurocentric trauma theory is that it relies on an implicit conception of the human subject as 
being defined by consciousness and will, a heritage of the tradition of Western thought and 
Cartesian formula’s like “I think, therefore I am” (Levine 2009: 39). The human being is 
portrayed as fully aware of itself (total knowledge) and capable of carrying through its 
projects according to its self-knowledge. Basing our theoretical frameworks of trauma and 
psychology on such understanding of human beings as conscious, self-aware subjects in 
control of their acts, shapes the way trauma is viewed, an experience and state of being in 
which subjects experience themselves as being without full awareness and control (Levine 
2009: 39; Douglas, 1966, 119, 120). Trauma shatters the illusion of knowledge and control, 
“the ego who considers itself to be infinite and without boundaries, is defeated by trauma, it 
can neither comprehend nor master what has happened” (Levine 2009: 53).   
 
The positivist psychiatry of the nineteenth century, like that of today, no longer used the 
knowledge and practices handed on from the Classical age or before, but inherited the 
relationship that classical culture as a whole had set up with unreason: the mentally ill and 
traumatized “were modified and displaced” and although it was claimed to base its studies 
on the point of view of an objective pathology, the truth was that madness was still haunted 
by an ethical view of unreason, and the scandal of its animal nature (Foucault 2006:159). 
Every possible things was done to protect the self-image of the human race, from the idea 
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that it has anything to do with the ‘uncontrollable’ and ‘instinctive’. In the Western archetype 
the human is the hero, “[s]he who knows [her] his destiny and can act to achieve it” (Levine 
2009:39). There seems to be an insecure and narcist desire to be recognized as perfect and 
able to control our environment. This human self-concept can also be found in Eastern 
thought; otherwise there would not be the need to emphasize the letting go of ego to achieve 
Enlightment. However, what is specific to this “archetype of the human self-image” in Europe 
and the US, is how unquestioningly the theoretical framework of understanding human 
behaviour, trauma theory and treatment started to be based on it. These frameworks do not 
offer us a way to understanding traumatic experiences, in which trauma victims might be 
unable to remember or shape the traumatic event. This is because, the only way of 
understanding experience within these frameworks, is as the experience of conscious, self-
aware subjects in control of their acts.  
 
Are there options to go beyond the dualistic body/mind split, when reflecting on health, 
trauma and its treatment? the phenomenological tradition reflected on the ground of 
experience, and contributed with raising awareness that there is experience without a self-
conscious subject, thereby supporting the idea that the body and mind are connected 
(Husserl 2001; Merleau-Ponty 2002; Sartre 2001). Interesting to note, is that Rene Descartus 
himself supports the idea of a tight relation between the human mind and body, this 
alongside his claims that there is something like an independent existence of a non-corporeal 
realm and a physical realm.41  He explains this in the Sixth Meditation of his work published 
in 1641 “Meditationes de prima philosophia, in qua Dei existentia et animæ immortalitas 
demonstrature”. Here, Descartes comes to the conclusion that the essence consists solely in 
the fact that humans are a thinking thing, and immediately after affirms that [s]he certainly 
has a body that is very closely joined to me [AT IX 62; CSM II 54].42  
 
Relevant when aiming to go beyond the body/mind split is also Merleau-Ponty’s post-
Cartesian work on the body, health and trauma. Merleau-Ponty is a French 
phenomenological philosopher influenced by Edmund Husserl and Martin Heidegger. One of 
his claims is that the body is not a passive recipient of sensory impressions, but rather a 
                                                      
41. This can be found in the Rules [AT X 415; CSM I 42], it is clearly stated in the Treatise on Man [AT XI 119-120; 
CSM I 99], and is fully developed in the Meditations. 
42.  J., Cottingham, ed. (April 1996) [1986]. Meditations on First Philosophy with Selections from the Objections 
and Replies (revised ed.). Cambridge University Press. And 
http://www.wright.edu/~charles.taylor/descartes/medf.html 
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‘container’ of memories, ideas, and experiences which function as a frame of reference 
(Vasseleu, 1998: 51; Levine 2009:40). To work with the body and to listen to its sensations, 
can be a really rich resource that reveals things people are cognitively not aware of. For 
Merleau-Ponty, the body is the essential condition and context through which the subject is 
articulated in the world. It is through the extension of the subject that the primary source of 
meaning and expression is constituted. He speaks of “a subject of perception and experience 
as well as of cognition and reflection”. Here, Merleau-Ponty re-establishes a fundamental 
connection - the inescapable coincidence of self and world, with the body as the condition of 
that coincidence - through a reassessment of perception.  
 
The body, therefore, is perceived as a channel where external and internal sensory 
impressions meet to build and help grow our understanding of (our multiple) selves, others 
and the world around us. I relate to Orlinsky’s (2008:6) writing on human beings “a person is 
a psychosomatic unity, evolving over time along a specific life-course trajectory, and is a 
subjective self that is objectively connected with other subjective selves, each of them being 
active/responsive nodes in a intersubjective web of community relationships and cultural 
patterns, a web in which those same patterns and relationships exert a formative influence 
on the psychosomatic development of persons”.  
 
Besides Merleau-Ponty, the critic and philosopher Walter Benjamin (1892-1940) also offers 
an alternative to the Cartesian body/mind split and the “human self-image as one that is fully 
aware of and owns her/his experiences as well as the environment in which the experiences 
are shaped”. His work is often drawn upon within the field of cultural studies; a field that 
opens up an affective world, and focusses on the forgotten fragments of history, or the 
complexity erased by disciplinary and spatial map makers. A world that largely falls outside 
the dominant paradigms of knowledge and representation. Benjamin’s dissertation also aims 
to shine light on the complexity that is not captured in mainstream historical narratives and 
takes the following assertion as a point of departure; history cannot be viewed as a whole 
and chronological story, but a curation of fragmented stories. He questions the human 
messianic self-image, where man is ‘half-God’, and able to control and understand the self 
and its own history; “holistic memory is not accessible to man as it does not belong to 
historical time proper” (Chowdhury 2002: 29). Due to his philosophies on history and the 
nature of translation and its effects on languages, time and literature, Benjamin's writings 
often shocked his contemporaries. For Benjamin, when reflecting on the relationship of life 
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to history, it is significant that each individual being has a history of its own, therefore having 
a life of its own, as opposed to each being merely a setting for history.43 It was at the end of 
his life, in his 1939 essay “On Some Motifs in Baudelaire”, when he discussed war trauma and 
the incompatibility between consciousness and memory, that he made reference to Freud. 
More specifically he referred to Freud’s work on the theoretical underpinnings of trauma 
exposed in Freud’s essay of 1921 “Beyond the Pleasure Principle”. Benjamin correctly 
diagnosed a phenomenon readers of Freud also observed, that is the “removal of functions 
of awareness from consciousness and their relocation to what he terms ‘preconscious’, a sort 
of vestibule area between the unconscious and the preconscious where functions of 
censorship actually take place” (Roff 2004: 116,117). Benjamin’s articulation of dialectic of 
remembering and forgetting, of waking and dreaming, offers us images of empty 
(in)experience, and leaves room for understanding and the acknowledgement of (traumatic) 
experiences that are (still) unknown and inaccessible to the ratio and that cannot be captured 
in narrative language. Van der Kolk found that when the ‘smoke detector’, the amygdala in 
the brain, lit up the left cerebral cortex (broca’s area) went dim.44 The latter is the primary 
language center. This leads to frustration of traumatized people who try to put their feelings 
into words. They enter into a re-traumatizing feedback loop of frustration, shutdown and 
dissociation. The language barrier shows the importance to work with images and sensations, 
the only language the ‘by-trauma-deregulated’ reptile brain speaks.   
 
Levine advises not to perceiving trauma victims as wholly passive, without will or impulse. He 
warns for the tendency in the field to see all symptoms of psychic disturbance, no matter 
how mild or common, as traumatic in their origin. “We should not create a scenario where 
trauma victims are themselves victimized through the conception of trauma where it’s 
conceived as a complete opposition to conscious experience. Then trauma victims are 
treated in the same way that they were buy the victimizer and not recognized as fully human. 
This renders inconceivable an understanding of the resiliency of trauma victims, their 
capacity to respond to the event in a resourceful and creative manner”.45  
 
Coming back to Benjamin’s work, it can be said that when any kind of cultural and historic 
                                                      
43. Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, “Walter Benjamin”, First published Tue Jan 18, 2011; substantive  
revision Wed Jul 22, 2015, http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/benjamin/ 
44. Trauma specialist, Dr. Bessel van der Kolk on the tyranny of language: 
http://www.traumacenter.org/products/pdf_files/terrors_grip.pdf 
45  Levine, Stephen (2009), Trauma, Tragedy and therapy. Jessica Kingsley Publisher: London, pp. 72 
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representation of our personal and collective identities is seen as a curation, power relations 
are addressed, which are inherent to documentation and regeneration of conventional 
history. Also addressed are, the understanding of a narrow minded, rationally controlled and 
explained human experience. A collection is “the redemption of things which is to 
complement the redemption of man” (Arendt 2007: 42). Collection for Benjamin was a way 
to reconnect with the past and to reconstruct an image of what was destroyed of the 
European cultural identity. It the same way approaching history as a “collection” of memories 
when working with war-traumatized people creates room for traumatic experiences to exist 
and contribute to our understanding of their cultural identity and local history. In Shoshona 
Felman’s analysis of Benjamin’s work, it becomes visible what his articulation of (traumatic) 
history can do for understanding trauma and progressing transformation:  
 
Benjamin attempts, in other words, to transmit the story that cannot be told and to become 
himself the storyteller that cannot be one but is one –the last narrator or the post-narrator. 
The trauma – or the breakdown of the story and of memory, the fragmentation of 
remembrance and the rupture of the chain or of the “web of stories” is itself passed on to the 
next generation as a testament, a final gift (2002: 46).   
 
It is exactly the discontinuity, the disparities, the ruptures of history and memory that make 
trauma visible; these are the gifts handed to the next generation. As was explicated in the 
introduction of this dissertation, it is the piecing together of fragments and uncertainties, 
that transforms trauma into a space of insight, creating meaning of what is known and 
unknown, bridging the stories and images of history present in our implicit and explicit 
memory (Levine 2009; Knill, Levine & Levine 2005; Kandell 2006; Herman 1997).  Felman 
gives examples of how her respondents, Vietnamese war veterans and the next generation, 
tried to make sense of their memories related to violence which occurred and notices the 
chaotic style of narrating about them, with many gaps. Thinking of my research experiences 
in Nepal, in 2007 and 2008, and the recent encounters with Nepali people in Hong Kong there 
are also gaps; there are conflicting parts of the stories told, there is meandering in time and 
space, and details are often problematic. It is only through triangulation and over time that 
the big lines of someone’s story become clear. Tim O’Brien, is a Vietnam War veteran, who 
writes about the Vietnamese war and his own journey with “sense-making”, his writing style 
captures the articulation of traumatic memory in the way it is written. In a series of short 
stories with many holes, silences, and absence, which are connected only by disjunction, he 
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opens up his war experiences to the reader.   
 
Benjamin’s work is relevant for the same reason  O’Brien’s work is, not just for the content 
but also the uncanny style of writing. He was a pioneering formal innovator with his most 
characteristic works are based on what he came to call, after the poet Stefan George, the 
Denkbild or “figure of thought,” a short aphoristic prose form combining philosophical 
analysis with concrete imagery to yield a signature critical mimesis. These “thought images” 
in his writing seem to be arranged according to the principles of avant-garde montage. 
Hence, Benjamin’s work is relevant for this research on trauma and expressive arts therapy 
not only for his articulation of history and memory, allowing human experience that could 
not be recognized with a Cartesian dualist approach, but also for his style of avant-garde 
writing and arguing in which the sensory, imagery and the cognitive are bridged. 
 
2.3.2 Foucault, power and the therapy apparatus 
 
Biomedicine, works within a framework of cause and effect, a linear process of pathogen-
illness and treatment. [..] The doctor retains power, using different tools to fix the illness in 
the patient. The patient is only a biological machine to be acted upon. (Gopalkrishnan 2013: 
124, Mino and Lert 2005).  
 
A point of attention within the traumatology discourse is the assumptions underpinning 
trauma treatment and therapy, the governmentality and power inherent in therapist and 
client relationships, as well as the therapy apparatus as a whole. Foucault uses the term 
“apparatus” to indicate “the various institutional, physical and administrative mechanisms 
and knowledge structures, which enhance and maintain the exercise of power within the 
social body” (O’ Farrell 2005: 129). The original French term dispositif is rendered variously 
as 'dispositif', 'apparatus' and 'deployment' in English translations of Foucault's work. In 
relationship to therapy, Foucault speaks of a top-down apparatus with policies that act under 
the guise of “protect and serve”, and language that frames the clients as helpless victim in 
need for the “betterment” of the therapist. One of the side effects of this top-down 
apparatus is that it re-creates and sustains the need for therapists.    
 
Foucault goes a step further while mentioning that power not only effects the “subjects” of 
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the therapy apparatus, but it shapes psyche (Iliopoulos 2012). Patients “voluntarily give 
themselves up to power” without being aware of the theoretical assumptions underpinning 
-and power dynamics present in- institutions which are part of the therapy infrastructure. 
Most “mainstream” psychologists remain blissfully blind to these processes. Let me give a 
concrete example, from my own experience working with traumatized women in my 
expressive arts therapy practice.   
Most therapeutic processes end with a “harvesting”.46 During this harvesting, some of the 
therapeutic art making is curated and reflected upon through creating an exhibition or 
performance out of it. This can either be at an individual level, or a group performative event. 
The moment the client, was stripped of her “label” and became a performer was often the 
moment of the biggest shift. A shift from victim to survivor to thriver. As if the framework in 
which there is a therapist and a client within the therapeutic trajectory, had suppressed them 
and shaped their psyche and thoughts about their value and independence. With the label 
“client” changing into “performer”, it was as if the shaping into a dependency state of the 
psyche was lifted, and they recollected some of their sense of worthiness, but more important 
their sense of autonomy and power.  
 
A colleague therapist47 working with traumatized people shared the following story, tapping 
into the importance to reflect on the power relations within the therapy apparatus, especially 
when working with traumatized people. Trauma is caused by an overwhelming external 
stimulus, too much for the human body and psyche to comprehend and process. During this 
stimulus, the person is made into a dependent subject, who has no control over what is done 
to him or her. Leaving them with a long lasting feeling of powerlessness. The story line of the 
trauma and the psycho-somatic reactions are repeating themselves. It is the powerlessness, 
the loss of their feeling of agency and potential to affect their surroundings that needs to 
heal. When power relations within the therapeutic settings are not critically looked at, the 
dependency relationship existing between the trauma victim and their oppressor will continue 
with the therapist replacing the role of the oppressor, keeping the client in their role of 
dependency. Quite a drastic statement, and a conclusion that was triggered by critical 
                                                      
46  “Harvesting” is a term used within the expressive arts practice. Sessions are often set up in a way that there 
is a “check-in” at the start of a sessions in which one or more art modalities are employed to take a moment of 
reflection where everyone is (how does he/she feel, what is happening in terms of thoughts and at sense level). 
Secondly, a frame is set, where the practitioner and “dancer” decide on which topic or theme they will focus. 
Then there is a part where there is ‘deep play’ and ‘decentering’, and the ‘dancer’ and practitioner engage in art 
creation. After the creative process, the last part of the session is ‘harvesting’, where one connects to the 
setting of the theme/frame and reflects on what insights and wisdom the art exploration provided. 
47. The respondent prefers to remain anonymous. 
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feedback of one of the clients: all my life I have been told what to do and what not to do, how 
to think and behave, to please someone’s else’s lack of self-love [talking about relationship 
with sexually abusive father]. So when you tell me to make a distinction between ‘true or real 
fears’ and ‘illusion related to fear’, I do it to please your ego like i am used to please the male’s 
ego. However, it totally takes away my experience of this world as in non-existing.  
  
The importance of critically reflecting on power within therapeutic relationships, especially 
in trauma treatment, is also emphasized by Dr. Bessel van der Kolk, who has been active as a 
clinician, researcher and teacher in the area of posttraumatic stress and related phenomena 
since the 1970s. His clinical and written work integrates developmental, biological, 
psychodynamic and interpersonal aspects of the impact of trauma and its treatment.48   
 
The following elements can enforce and feed into the power gap between therapists and 
clients: 1) that the therapist is the one who gets to ask questions 2) mystification of therapy 
3) Knowledge is power 4) The power to name 5) Isolating clients 6) Setting the stage 7) The 
misuse of the term "resistance” 8) Perpetuate the view of clients as helpless victims 9) Meta 
Communications and Power rituals 10) Note taking 11) Patronizing touch 12) Monopolizing 
the conversation 13) Using jargon.49 Within Foucault’s reflections on power and the therapy 
apparatus, he indicates this is not unilateral, dominant, and oppressive, but distributional. 
Power cannot be possessed, it is mobile, unstable, and reversible and not blind but 
determined by an internal logic. There is a form of rationality behind the exercise of power, 
and when that form of rationality is undermined, power loses its foundations. According to 
Iliopoulos (2012) “this can be observed in current forms of psychiatric practice, where 
psychiatric power is in fact being undermined while apparently being ever more closely 
inscribed in social practices”. He suggests to apply a Foucauldian approach while researching 
the rationality  guiding  the  power  relations  embedded in the therapeutic relationship and 
reflect on the  rules  and  principles  that  govern  institutions regulating psychiatrist-patient 
interactions.  
 
What does it mean to take a Foucauldian approach to the assumptions underpinning therapy, 
and the construction of therapist-client relationships? In Foucault’s understanding 
                                                      
48. Wylie, M.S, “The Limits of Talk. Bessel van der Kolk wants to transform the treatment of trauma”. Retrieved 
March 2016.  http://www.traumacenter.org/products/pdf_files/networker.pdf 
49. Zur, O. (2014). Power in Psychotherapy and Counseling. Online Publication by the Zur Institute. Retrieved 
August 2015, http://www.zurinstitute.com/power_in_therapy.html 
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knowledge and power are inseparable, also knowledge is never innocent and power never 
just constraining. While I acknowledge the necessity to critically reflect upon the possible 
negative effects of hierarchical power relations within the therapy apparatus, I would then 
like to progress and move away from the binary idea that either one has power or one does 
not (Brown 2006). Catherine Brown argues that “Disrupting modernist binary constructions 
of knowledge and power recognizes both the therapist and client as active embodied 
subjects in the therapeutic process of coauthoring identities. Rather than the traditional 
position of the expert, all-knowing therapist, or it is mirror twin, the “not-knowing therapist” 
(ibid: 5). Both the client and therapist are ‘partial knowers’, and both bring knowledge and 
agency to the conversation. In the chapter 2.4 and the methodological chapter (3) of this 
dissertation I will explain how expressive arts therapy, and more specifically the Life/Art 
Process offers an alternative to the binary view on power, and how it acknowledges the client 
and therapist as ‘partial knowers’.   
 
At the same time, I will keep a highly critical stance while analysing the power relations 
inherent to the dynamics between war-traumatized people (in Hong Kong) and the 
institutions they are facing; here I see less possibilities for moving forward from a binary idea 
on power towards a shared idea of power. 
 
2.3.3 Women, war trauma, and displacement 
 
The previous section reflected on the relationship between women, mental illness and 
therapy. Here, I would like to go deeper into violence targeted against women in the context 
of war and displacement, and the kind of trauma this causes.  
 
When the body is framed as a place where external and internal impressions meet, it is 
acknowledged in its importance in the perception people develop of self and the negotiation 
or simply acceptance of the place that person takes in the web of community relationships 
and cultural pattern. Not surprisingly the body is targeted in attempts of the nation-state or 
a group/individual power holder to script absolute interpellation, regulation and control. […] 
The Scriptural Economy by Michel de Certeau: “there is no law that is not inscribed on bodies. 
Every law has a hold on the body” (139).  Elaine Scarry writes “the dream of an absolute, one-
directional capacity to injure those outside one’s territorial boundaries, whether dreamed by 
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a nation-state that is in its interior a democracy or a tyranny, may begin to approach the 
torturer’s dream of absolute no reciprocity, the dream that one will be oneself exempt from 
the condition of being embodied while one’s opponent will be kept in a state of radical 
embodiment by its awareness that it is at any moment deeply woundable” (Aldema 2003: 
80).  The aim of sexual and gender violence is to traumatize interior psychic space and to 
negotiate and alter the gender and sexual hierarchies. What is the ‘gender’ in gender related 
violence? Butler (1987: 128, 131) reflects on it as follows “the corporeal locus of cultural 
meanings both received and innovated […] the movement from sex to gender is internal to 
embodied life, a sculpting of the original body into a cultural form”. How are female 
perceptions of themselves, influenced by the cultural meaning of gender? With the body as 
a terrain where external and internal sensory experiences meet, the externally applied war 
related violence is meant to impact the identity, self-worth and most of all to weaken the 
feeling of agency (Aldema 2003: 6). Furthermore, as women bear the next generation, they 
are most at risk of being labelled as ‘racially inferior’; a ‘justification’ to purposefully destroy 
a collective group through interdiction of the biological and social reproduction of its group 
members (Lentin eds. 1997: 2, 9). 
A consequence of the high incidence of sexual and gender related violence during conflict 
and war, is a state of exile from the body in which a person is using a coping mechanism (to 
dissociate from their bodies) (Meyer 2004). Often the body is associated with despite, pain 
and dirt.50 One of the war-traumatized Nepali women I worked with, experienced sexual and 
physical abuse while trying to survive and make a new living in Hong Kong. She reported to 
have gained 20 kilograms, and not feel her body nor care anymore, she despised it. Another 
woman who was sexually abused and came to my expressive arts therapy practice reported 
to obsessively shower, 10 or more times a day to “cleanse” herself. In the movement based 
therapy group lessons, she had great difficulty working with her body or sensing it, as soon 
as she was asked to follow for example her breath to connect with different body parts, she 
would block emotionally and disassociate. Exile from the body is most common amongst 
sexually abused and tortured people (Meyer 2007: 27; Hárdi & Kroó 2011; Levine 2008; 
Basoglu eds. 1992). Paula Ramírez Diazgranados, a practitioner from Colombia that 
presented on “the body as a space to “re-name”. The theoretical and practical sharing was 
related to women who experienced sexual violence as part of the political conflict in 
                                                      
50. A female body that suffered violence has the impressions of this violence not just in her memory (head) but 
also in her nerve system. This means that feeling her body, including the feelings that arise because of the 
violence she suffered might lead to feeling disgust, pain and other negative emotions.  
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Columbia, or in other violent situations. I interviewed her afterwards in Columbia and again 
two years later in the Netherlands. She also reported on the lack of positive association and 
relation amongst the traumatized women, which not only effected self-confidence, self-love 
and the relationship they had with their own body and souls, but also their inability of 
showing physical affection to their children. In Columbia, and later also in other parts of the 
world, she used movement, play and touch as therapy ingredients for the women to “re-
inhabit” their bodies and build a more positive relationship with it.   
 
Beside the body exile, there is also a growing number of exiled people: internally displaced 
due to war situations. (Meyer 2007:22). Historically, population movement has tended to 
make a qualitative distinction between refugee movements (involuntary migration) and 
other population movements (defined as voluntary migration) (Snowden 1990; Hugo 1994; 
Borowski et al: 1994). Within theories of settlement, both categories are treated as a 
homogenous phenomenon and are ‘refugee –blind’. Richmond addresses the afor 
mentioned distinction as ‘false’ and points out another false dichotomy; that most migration 
is caused by economic factors and that the ‘refugee movement’ is caused by political factors 
(1988). He explains that ‘it is no longer possible to treat ‘refugee’ movements as completely 
independent of the state of the global economy” (ibid: 12). This also became apparent when 
engaging with the minorities and refugees in Hong Kong. Rather than viewing refugees as the 
passive victims of powerful forces, it is more suitable to research refugee movements as 
empirically distinct population movements, and thereby to contextualize them instead of 
homogenizing them. While there is a feminization of migration (with the percentage of 
women and children higher than that of men according to the UNHCR), at the same time 
there is a gender blindness and invisibility of women in the migration literature (Julian 1995; 
Vasta 1991; Kwitko 1996). This gender blindness, according to Fincher et all (1994:150) is 
reflected in: the conventional wisdom that as females are not the initiators in the decision 
to migrate, their experience of migration can be adequately subsumed within that of males. 
There is a taken-for-granted view that women are the appendages of either protective males 
or the patriarchal state. 
 
If refugee women are represented at all, this often happens as victims, which homogenizes 
their experiences and constructs a category of women, who are actually from an extremely 
diverse range of economic and socio-political backgrounds. Secondly, it assumes a binary 
opposition between victimization and agency (Johnson and Ferraro 1984: 119). While there 
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might be a certain level of victimization amongst refugee women, the representation of them 
as victims is clearly inappropriate. Its often the women’s lived experiences in their homeland 
“which provide the impetus to embark on the career of refugee” (Lentin eds 1997: 208). 
Parsimony on a theoretical level so Roberta Julian explicates, enables us to ask how refugees 
engage in the process of flight, exile and resettlement, and also allows for a gender 
perspective on the matter of displacement.   
 
The refugee experience is analysed in several stages: flight, exile, resettlement, or 
repatriation. It should be noted that any analysis of the diverse category of refugee women’s 
experiences will have to start at their lived experiences in their home countries, before their 
‘refugee’ journey began. The ‘flight’ stage takes several years, in which for example first the 
father and son leave first and later when ‘sponsorship’ is arranged the female and other 
children are following. During this phase the women becomes the active head of the 
household, with a shift in gender roles and perceptions as a possible consequence. This is 
also something I noticed while living with and interviewing Nepali women, who had run the 
household by themselves during the Nepali war. The flight for many women includes a risk 
taking journey, in which they may have to leave family members behind, in which they might 
endure life threatening situations and violence. In the empirical chapters, the reader will be 
informed about what the “flight” contained for the Nepali women respondents that fled to 
Hong Kong.  
   
With regards to the settlement phase: sudden change can be a source of stress in itself. 
Further, Reuss adds that older responses, to deal with present realities during a transition 
period that follows migration, are no longer appropriate. This raises the need to change one’s 
behaviour and values. “Overwhelmed by the immediate problems the migrant may become 
frustrated, angry, insecure isolated and helpless”. 51 Something that Margaret Mead calls 
cultural disorientation, with increased tension and outbreak of conflict as possibilities (1947: 
636-645). Meyer adds, that hen a refugee settles in an asylum country, he or she does not 
enter a vacuum. It is the interplay between the returnee’s personality and the different social 
settings in which he or she lives that is important, as it will impact one’s notion of “home”. 
The latter in turn influencing the returnee’s integration in the place of settlement and later 
upon returning to their country of origin, but also their release from bodily exile to ‘reinhabit 
                                                      
51. Reuss, J, Jacobson, A & M.B. Loeb (1948), ‘Accularation and illness’, Psychological Monographs, Vol.62, No. 5, 
pp 1-40. 
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their body-homes’. In the context of returnees and their concept of “home” it would be a 
mistake to focus only on the returnee’s psyche, or solely on the social context, as these two 
elements are in a constant and dynamic dialectic. According to Ghanem (2003) a returnee’s 
perception of “home” and belonging does not only change over time, but also according to 
the different social environments in which he/she finds her/himself. 
 
With regards to “home-coming’ and release from a bodily detainment/exile as a 
consequence of gender related violence, I would like to reflect for a moment on the 
possibility of becoming a woman first, and then to forget what it means to be a woman when 
the cultural/political context gives gender a negative meaning and psychical violence is used 
to adjust the perceptions to fit the gender hierarchy?  The poem Sacred Emily written in 1913 
by Gertude Stein includes the line “a rose is a rose is a rose is a rose”, in other words ‘things 
are what they are’ (Stein 1922). A rose is a rose …that can emerge and re-emerge itself in the 
midst of perpetual change in an attempt to restore the individual and the surrounding world. 
A woman might have lost her feeling of identity, but she stays a rose in essence. This not to 
claim that it is neither an easy journey, nor that it succeeds in all cases. On this journey of 
identity restoration, Clarissa Pinkola Estes reminds us of the following; "within every woman 
there is a wild and natural creature, a powerful force, filled with good instincts, passionate 
creativity, and ageless knowing”.  The question that arises is ‘what role the body plays in the 
return to womanhood, and more specifically in the return from perceiving oneself as a victim 
to perceiving oneself as a survivor and shaper of the world?’ In this dissertation, I will look at 
what role culturally sensitized approaches of expressive arts and more specifically somatic 
work play, in their efforts to understand and contribute to the journey of traumatized 
women, to women who transcend and are freed from the suppressing narratives placed on 
her identity (Halprin 2003; Levine 2008).52 
 
2.3.4 Universality of trauma storing & contextual holistic treatment  
 
Trauma defined 
                                                      
52. Wylie, M.S, “The Limits of Talk. Bessel van der Kolk wants to transform the treatment of trauma”. 
http://www.traumacenter.org/products/pdf_files/networker.pdf 
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When trauma strikes, it ruptures the person's sense of natural continuity and results in a break 
in that individual's life-story line, which then requires treatment and help to mend broken 
bridges in order to encourage healing (Beyond the Pleasure Principle, Dr. Sigmund Freud, 
1920)  
 
What is trauma? One of the often used definitions is “a stressful event, outside of the realm 
of normal human experience and that would be perceived by most as threatening” (Levine 
2008: 34).53. This part of the definition “outside of the realm of normal human experience“, 
loses ground, with the change in conflict patterns and heightened number of civilian victims, 
families torn apart and social trauma. For some groups of people, trauma can occur 
frequently and become part of the common human experience.54 In the Diagnostic and 
Statistic Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM)  IV and V the definition has been updated 
including not only those who “witness the traumatic event in person, but also those that 
learn the traumatic event occurred to a close family member or friend, or experience first-
hand repeated or extreme exposure to aversive details of the traumatic event.55 Judith 
Herman, a Professor of Psychiatry at Harvard Medical School and Training Director of the 
Victims of Violence Program at The Cambridge Hospital, outlines that “traumatic events are 
extraordinary, not because they occur rarely, but rather because they overwhelm the 
ordinary human adaptations to life” (1997). When speaking about trauma and Post Traumatic 
Stress Syndrome, the first association one might have is that of a war veteran who relives the 
moments of violence he/she has been exposed to. It is less known that accidents at work, an 
operation for a child, loss of a loved one, domestic or sexual violence, and many more human 
experiences that are not happening ‘far away on the war battle field’ can have traumatizing 
effects (Levine 2008: 29). Women are in some cases twice as likely to develop the disorder, 
and are often misdiagnosed due to cultural stereotypes.56 Savneet Talwar (2007) in her paper 
‘accessing traumatic memory through art making: An art therapy trauma protocol (ATTP), 
comments; “In the course of our lives, most of us will be exposed to one or more adverse life 
events, which may include directly experiencing trauma or indirectly witnessing a traumatic 
event”. According to the nature of the traumatic event, its impact will ultimately be 
                                                      
53. Diagnostic Statistics Manual (DSM) III, revised version 1993). 
54. Center for Non Violence and Justice, “what is trauma?”, 
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55.  Greenberg N, Brooks S, Dunn R. (2015). Latest developments in post-traumatic stress disorder; diagnosis and 
treatment. British Medical Bulletin, Vol. 0, No. 0, p 4 
56.  Anxiety and Depression Association of America, https://www.adaa.org/understanding-
anxiety/posttraumatic-stress-disorder-ptsd, retrieved 16 February 2017. 
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determined by each individual’s ability to cope and regulate affect in the distressing situation 
(Greenwald 2005; Omaha 2004).  For this dissertation, I would therefore like to work with 
the following definition “experiences or situations that are emotionally painful and 
distressing, and that overwhelm people’s ability to cope” (Basoclu 1992: 151).29 There are 





1) incomprehensibility; when our cognitive schemas served to buffer against a state of being 
overwhelmed, do not allow us to make sense of an experience (Fish-Murray, Koby & Van der 
Kolk 1987). Part of the reason the brain cannot assimilate traumatic experiences is because 
it threatens basic assumptions about oneself and one’s place in the world (Janoff-Bullman 
1985). These basic assumptions are: personal safety, integrity, worth, a view of the world as 
orderly and meaningful, and a view of others as good and helpful. Constructing the view of 
people’s reality  by the traumatic event, shatters cognitive assumptions, leaving a 
subject in a state of inner confusion (Rieker and Carmen 1986).   
2) disrupted attachment: the biological need of human beings to form attachments in 
heightened in situations of pain, loss and threat (Bowlby 1969; Field 1985). The inability to 
turn to others in the aftermath of trauma is a loss of a major external coping resource people 
have (Saporta & van der Kolk 1992:153).  
3) Inescapability: trauma occurs when there is nothing a person can do to terminate the 
threat to safety. When confronted with great and uncontrollable amounts of stress, animals 
and humans develop ‘learned helplessness’, something which undermines the individual’s 
sense of competence and control of their fate (Maier & Seligman 1976).  
4). Physiologic response: the reaction to events that are incomprehensible, that rupture 
attachments and are inescapable, is extreme physiological arousal; a basic biological 
response of fight, flight and freeze (Saporta & Van der Kolk 1992; Harris 2007). In the next 
subsection I explore what happens during this physiological response. 
Trauma: how does it work?  
The element of energy and the human nerve system is most crucial to take into account in 
understanding trauma. It is not the actual traumatic event itself that is causing the trauma, 
it is the frozen energy within the nerves system that causes damage to our body, mind and 
spirit (Levine 2008; Saporta & van der Kolk 1992: 155). Peter Levine, one of the leading 
trauma theorists and practitioners in the Netherlands, explains in a simple story how this 
works in practice. The story starts with the image of a peaceful meadow where a flock of 
impala’s are grazing. Then the wind turns bringing with it a familiar smell, immediately 
changing the body psychology of the impala’s into a tense and alert state.   
 
But when there seems to be no need to feel frightened, they relax and continue eating. The 
cheetah seizes its chance and jumps from his hiding place. The herd reacts instinctively, as 
one body and flees. One young impala trembles and wants to recover but is too late, a chase 
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of 100 km per hour starts. Right before the moment the cheetah jumps on the impala, the 
latter falls to the ground entering into a state of frozenness, where it looks like it is dead. This 
is something all mammals have in common; when looking death into the eyes, they enter 
into an instinctual state of consciousness. Native tribes reflect on this state in the following 
way “the spirit of the mammal is surrendering to death and to the predator. Besides fleeing 
and fighting, this is the most important reaction of reptiles and mammals when they face an 
overwhelming threat; it is their last survival strategy. In the case of the impala, the frozen 
state makes the animal numb to the pain when molested by the predator, and secondly it 
could be last resort to escape (when the predator drags its prey to a safe place to eat, the 
impala might have the chance to ‘wake up’ and flee at an unguarded moment). In our modern 
societies, this state of instinctive surrender is likely to be judged as weakness, possibly caused 
by our human fear for immobility which looks like death. Levine expresses that a high 
psychological price is paid for this avoidance strategy, because the consequences of being 
traumatized can be prevented through the “free gift of nature”, that is to enter into this state 
of being frozen and to leave it.  
 
The instinctual part of our human brain and nerve system are quite similar to those of 
mammals and reptiles. The human brain is often called the three parted brain, which consists 
of the ‘reptile brain’ (instinctual), the mammal or limbic brain (emotional), and the human 
brain of the neo cortex (rational). In life threatening events the instinctual part of our brain 
is addressed. An incident and the relief alike tend to be experienced “at the body level” 
through such functions as heart rate, respiration, and perspiration, often in tandem with 
images that may seem to overrun the mind (Harris 2007: 136). In response to threat and 
injury, animals, including humans, execute biologically based, non-conscious action patterns 
that prepare them to meet the threat and defend themselves, or by undergoing a sort of 
temporary paralysis likened to freezing. During threat our rational brain can cause confusion, 
supressing the instinctual brain to act; for example the freezing because of fear happens but 
the remnant of energy present in the frozen state is not recognized for what it is. While the 
brain continues to try to make sense of the event that happened; there is no release or 
defrosting happening at a physiological level. The frozenness becomes a chronical story, and 
disassociation set in. Putting this process in relation to the so called Cartesian split based on 
the assumption “I think, therefore, I am”, would need to be rephrased as “I think, therefore 
I am not”. Imagine the impala fleeing from the cheetah, and during the hunt an enormous 
amount of energy is charged into the nerve system of the impala, then it falls to the ground 
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in a frozen state. From the outside it looks dead, on the inside the nervous system is still 
charged with the energy needed to run at 100 km per hour. The difference between the inner 
speed of the nervous system, and the outer immobility causes a turbulence in the body, 
comparable with a tornado. It is like pushing the gas and the breaks in a car, at the same 
time. The tornado is what Levine calls the focal point where the symptoms of traumatic stress 
arise. When the remaining energy charged into the nervous system and reptile brain is not 
released, it stays present in the body. Through fear, anxiety, depression, psychosomatic 
complaints, and behavioural problems, the body tries to control the supressed energy.  
 
Tewar indicates that the impact of the threatening event will ultimately be determined by 
each individual’s ability to cope and regulate affect in the distressing situation. Greenwald 
(2005) argues that individuals who experience a traumatic event deal with their trauma in 
two ways. One is the adaptive method, in which the individual processes the stressful event 
in a supportive environment by moving through the normal stages of grief and loss. The other 
is the non-adaptive method; here the event is pushed behind a wall in order to seek 
emotional and affective relief from the distress it cause.  
 
Through overwhelming and threatening events, humans develop a procedural/implicit 
memory, also called “body or somatic memory” (Rothschild, 2000; van der Kolk, 1994). 
Trauma creates “a state of heightened physiological arousal initiated by a sensory 
experience, whether sounds, images, sensation of touch, smell or, in rare cases, taste” 
(Rothschild, 2000; van der Kolk, 1994). Memories of the trauma can also trigger or sustain 
the arousal response (Steel & Raider, 2001). The effects of trauma on the body and the mind 
are defined in the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, 4th ed. (DSM-IV, 
2000). One of the major symptoms characterizing trauma is PTSD, which is “persistent 
increased arousal” in the autonomic nervous system (Rothschild, 2000; van der Kolk, 1994).  
 
PTSD symptoms can take many forms, for example nightmares, numbness, re-experiencing 
dissociated fragments, panic states, etcetera (Basoglu 1992: 152). Long after the 
disappearance of genuinely acute danger, the involuntary functions controlled by the 
autonomic nervous system may continue to operate as if the threat were present. Hence, 
trauma occurs when these implicit procedures are not neutralized. So long as the mind 
deems the traumatic event unutterable, he theorizes, the body automatically responds to 
the intrusive remembrances of the experience as if it were happening all over again. In simple 
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terms: the memory is locked/stored inside the body, and the mind plays the same story line 
over and over again.  The latter, of the narrative memory being disrupted, is visualized in a 
trauma competency and certification training of J.E. Gentry. 
 
Figure 3: Presentation and image developed by G.E. Jentry, PhD. Master Traumatologist57 
 
Minor provocations can send a traumatized person back to the emotional and physiological 
state in which he/she experienced the trauma for the first time; this is why they often shut 
down their inner fantasy and creativity in order to avoid triggering these frightening 
emergency responses (Saporta & van der Kolk 1992: 156). In relation to traumatized people, 
it is as if they are cut off from their human creation power, and thereby forgetting they can 
influence their surroundings.   
Before moving to the next section, I want to place certain questions and critical remarks in 
relation to Eurocentrism and the trauma theory highlighted above. It is important to indicate 
that the first physiological response to a traumatic event might be similar for people in 
different contexts, nonetheless, the interpretation and the way of how the events are 
processed by individuals and the collective they are part of need contextualization. Watters 
                                                      
57 Gentry, J.E., Trauma competency and certification training. Retrieved June 2016, 
http://slideplayer.com/slide/4890211/ 
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in his book Crazy Like Us highlights in a case study on post-tsunami Sri Lanka, where the 
Western trauma counselors who, in their rush to help, inadvertently trampled local 
expressions of grief, suffering, and healing.58 Another critical remark to be made is for PTSD 
to be a highly controversial term. In the introduction chapter as well as later in this theory 
chapter I explain why.   
The following case study portrays the complexity in terms of trauma diagnosis and treatment 
in different cultural contexts. In Love and Dread in Cambodia, Levine describes how It 
increased feelings of insecurity and helplessness when certain ethnic groups can no longer 
travel to places where they would perform rituals to honor their ancestors. In the context of 
(post) war, from a Eurocentric perspective this fact might not be taken into consideration in 
terms of factors contributing to the development of long term stress and war related trauma. 
LeVine contextualizes forced marriage that took place during the Khmer Rouge regime in 
Cambodia (2010). These marriages are often analyzed and referred to by outsiders as 
coerced, humiliating and possibly traumatizing experiences. In her findings, based on in 
depth fieldwork and intimate interviews with couples formed by ‘forced marriage’, a 
nuanced story arises of family ties that “spans the divide between the living and the dead, 
and the disruptive traumas of the Khmer Rouge and the restorative rhythms of family life”.59 
The marriages and union formed were reflected upon positively by those interviewed; where 
the couples stayed happily together. Also, the marriages offered opportunities to connect 
“the disordered present during the Khmer Rouge (1975-1979) to the continuity of past 
traditions and to extend imaginative reality into the future”. 59  More in general, LeVine’s 
longitudinal research work in Cambodia and her writing can be seen as a critique on western-
biased literature on psychiatry and patient treatment in Cambodia. She poses that mental 
health professionals largely ignore spirit traditions as an important element of individual and 
community healing.  
 
Trauma treatment  
Since walled off memories and supressed energy due to trauma retain their power and 
freshness on an affective level, the primary issue in treating trauma clients is that certain 
sensory experiences related to the traumatic memory do not fade over time (van der Kolk & 
van der Hart, 1991; van der Kolk & Fisler, 1995; van der Kolk, Hopper & Osterman, 2001; van 
                                                      
58.  Watters, E. (2011), Crazy Like Us: the globalization of the Western mind. New York, Free Press 
59. Work, C. (2013), ‘Love and Dread in Cambodia. Weddings, Births and Ritual Harm Under the Khmer Rouge’. 
Review in Intersections. Gender and Sexuality in Asia and the Pacific. Issue 33. December 2013. 
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der Kolk, 2003). “Particularly emotions, images, sensations, and muscular reactions related 
to trauma may become deeply imprinted on people’s minds and the traumatic imprints seem 
to be re-experienced without applicable transformation” (van der Kolk, 2003, p. 2). I would 
like to speak of a particular form of ‘memory dysfunctional’; the failure to transform sensory 
imprints related to trauma that “keeps traumatized individuals at an increased level of hyper-
vigilance, a cognitive state that prevents the individual from feeling a sense of psychological 
well-being and physical safety” (van der Kolk & van der Hart, 1991; van der Kolk & Fisler, 
1995; van der Kolk, Hopper & Osterman, 2001; van der Kolk, 2003). Besides researching 
trauma, I have been worked with traumatized people myself, and have watched the work of 
colleague therapists, all this brings me to agree with Levine, who states: “trauma is not a 
disorder, but a disturbance” due to an incomplete physiological reaction (2008:47).  This 
statement goes against some of the discourses in the previous centuries (of which some are 
even present until today) on trauma and mental illness. Dr. Charnay, a Yale psychiatrist and 
director of clinical neuroscience at the National Center for Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder 
stated “All uncontrollable stress can have the same biological impact. Victims of a devastating 
trauma may never be the same biologically''. 60  
The consequence of seeing trauma as a disorder, is that body innate and creative processes 
of healing, are supressed by medicine, or controlled by will power. It is in the trauma 
symptoms itself where energy and resources are enclosed, to trigger a constructive 
transformation. With a focus on control, suppression and adjustment of feelings and 
physiological reactions, the creative innate possibilities for trauma processing (defrosting and 
release of energy) are blocked. Think of a bear that is shot with anaesthetics, after being 
hunted. When it awakes from its narcosis, it will tremble before it returns to its normal state. 
In this way, the physiology finishes its reaction that was instantly stopped when shot. The 
key seems to be, the ability to finish this physiological reaction/journey as well as to be 
present with the traumatic event (Levine 2008).  
 
Bessel van der Kolk and his colleagues and Peter Levine have taken a lead in turning the 
attention of psycho-traumatology to the importance of addressing the body in trauma 
treatment (Harris 2007: 140). Van der Kolk stresses that with traumatized people the 
problem is that they cannot analyze what is going on when they re-experience the physical 
                                                      




sensations of past trauma. The sensations just produce intense emotions without them being 
able to modulate them. A solution to this problem is to help people to stay in their bodies 
and understand their bodily sensations. Ultimately, healing means “altering that feedback 
loop, identifying the ‘triggers’ to such bodily responses and attaching words to these painful 
‘somatic experiences’ […] with the goals of taming the associated terror and of desomatizing 
the memories” (Harris 2007: 140).  Van der Kolk is praised and questioned for sending his 
clients to martial arts and yoga camps besides the more convention treatment; with the 
incentive to release suppressed energy in the nerve system, and to learn to stay present 
during bodily sensations. Dr. Bruce Perry explains the role of movement, breath and rhythm 
in relation to trauma as follows: to regulate the brainstem, rhythmic and repetitive 
movement, which are the greatest resource.  “If you want a person to use relational reward, 
or cortical thought – first those lowest parts of the brain [instinctual brain] have got to be 
regulated. The only way to move from these super-high anxiety states, to calmer more 
cognitive states, is rhythm […] patterned, repetitive rhythmic activity: walking, running, 
dancing, singing, repetitive meditative breathing – you use brain stem-related 
somatosensory networks which make your brain accessible to relational (limbic brain) reward 
and cortical thinking” (2014). Rhythm and movement work as a way to release locked up 
energy and reset the reptile brain. Thereby it is important to realize that the more primitive 
parts of our brain (reptile brain/brainstem) are not only focussed on survival, they also carry 
information about who we are and where we belong. When the instinctual brain functions 
well, it will inform us about the self, whereas the limbic system tells us about the “us” where 
we belong, and the human brain gives us the possibility to reflect and feel connections that 
go further than the material world. In the processing of trauma, the focus should be on an 
integration of the parts of the three brains (Levine 2008:262). 
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In relation to bio-medicine, with its focus on cause-effect kind of treatments (controlling 
symptoms), and its hierarchical relations between therapist and client, Gopalkrishnan 
emphasizes that Complementary and 
alternative medicine (CAM) 
practitioners, including art therapists, 
are experts in their field but tend to 
act in a more equal power-sharing 
relationship, enabling the patients to 
be active within their own healing 
process.  Also they look at different 
areas that impact the health and 
illness of a person, which can be 
beneficial when working with 
refugees or more generously with 
people ‘estranged’ from their sense of home and belonging, whose experiences manifest in 
a range of symptoms that do not fit into the pathogen/illness process. As such, a person can 
be cured, but not healed (Halprin 2000). Art therapy, taking into account the importance of 
power sharing and applying a holistic approach to wellbeing and health, “enables the 
survivors of trauma to create a visual dialogue and thereby resolve conflict, develop personal 
strengths and heal their invisible wounds without necessarily looking for a single source of 
these issues“(Baker 2006).  
 
Ireen Brinkman highlights a second element important to trauma healing: meaning making. 
She clearly describes the effects of trauma on identity and stresses that after trauma the 
bereavement led to ‘a shattering of structure of meaning’ (2013: 208, 209). Brinkman quotes 
Peter Marris Peter Marris (1974), an English sociologist who conducted some of the earliest 
research with widows (in London in the 1950s), who discovered that, for many of the women 
he interviewed, life had become unmanageable because it had become meaningless for 
them.  
[...] 
The identity crisis and loss of meaning experienced by many trauma survivors means that 
desomatizing the traumatic memories, aftercare and treatment should also involve repairing 
that ‘shattered structure as well as rebuilding one’s sense of self’ (Brinkman 2013: 209). It 
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requires a reordering of purposes and a restoration of meaning at a psychological, social and 
spiritual level. In this meaning making, case studies show that arts can be a way to learn ‘to 
be with the trauma’ and a means through which others receive the ‘gift’ identified in the 
trauma (Ibid 2005). Or as McNiff puts it “art heals by accepting the pain and doing something 
with it (2004: vi). Cultural expression conveys messages about the lives people lived, the 
things they have gone through and the stories they are living today. We communicate to 
others that we exist and have the right to exist, irrespective of the horrific events we might 
have gone through. The “others”, those listening to our story, (re-)acknowledge our existence 
and the value of our transformed lives, simply by listening and hearing (Levine & Levine 2011: 
210- 227).  
 
When focussing on community, as well as individual transformation after violent experience, 
the work of Professor Cynthia Cohen is relevant to take note of. She explores how works of 
art can stir towards coexistence because at its most basic level, art is pleasurable and 
enlivening. Art can reach beneath people’s defences, and invite reciprocity. Gold phrases it 
as follows “to justify hatred, it is perceived as natural for humans to convince themselves 
that the enemy is threatening by de-valuing and de-humanizing. In coexistence, art can be 
used to transcend these narratives of hatred and to develop meta-narratives that embrace 
the society as a whole” (2006: 10,11; see also Gompert 2003). By creating expressions of a 
common humanity, artists allow the viewer to imagine the experiences of “the other” and 
this can lead to re-humanizing the enemy (Cohen 2003). 
John Paul Lederach has been a leader in the field of post-conflict peace building and suggests 
that community and cultural resilience in conflict settings is an artistic endeavour as well as 
a technical process. His basic tenet is that transcending violence requires imagination, which 
translates into creative acts. The process of the creative act opens us to different ways of 
knowing- we ‘know’ things kinetically, visually, orally, metaphorically.61 This epistemological 
shift in ‘knowing’ creatively, leads to ‘acting’ creatively (2005: 174).  Cultural expression as a 
concept and practice has the potential to build resilience, because it can facilitate conflict 
affected populations: to (re) discover their identities; to make sense of the adversity that 
happened to them; and to de-demonize and re-humanize views of the enemy group. For 
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instance, movement based peace education -including rituals, symbols and elements of 
traditional dance- for rape victims to re-discover and inhabit the ‘landscape’ of their body 
and (re-)build their individual culture. Another example is writing and theatre therapy, 
inspired by folktales and ritualized objects, to work on memory, identity and feelings of 
belonging with Internationally Displaced People. About the role of creative expression in the 
resilience of people in South and South-East Asia who experienced the tsunami and/or 
earthquakes, a research report of 2008 on ‘Intangible Heritage and Post-Disaster Protection’ 
published by the Governance and Social Development Resource Centre (GSDRC) reported the 
following; “[here], intangible heritage has been used to address psychosocial needs. 
Traditional song and dance and puppet performances have provided an anchor to the past, 
helped in the healing process and strengthened community relations and identity”.  
 
In short, for trauma transformation, the following elements are important: safety, releasing 
compressed energy locked up in the nervous system through movement, learning to be 
with the (traumatic) past, re-activating people’s creativity, and meaning making of what 
happened all seem important. I deliberately talk about ‘trauma transformation’ and not 
trauma healing or recovery. When the greed for power of some caused others to suffer from 
violence and develop trauma, their journey from exile back to a metaphorical home and a 
felt sense, is not a journey back to the priori ante situation, but their grief will ultimately 
become a gift and a source of creative and life energy. ‘Transformation’ means we journey 
through something to come out differently, having grown.  
 
Holistic treatment & culturally and locally sensitive therapy  
Expressive arts works with rhythm, voice, breath and movement. This taps into different 
needs during the trauma transformation: re-awakening of creativity and human imagination, 
resetting the brainstem, release of supressed energy in the nervous system, making sense of 
the traumatic event and sharing their grief which then can turn into a gift. In recent years, 
advances in neurobiology and psychotherapy have “informed the practice of art therapy, 
which has increasingly been utilized when verbal psychotherapy has failed to help clients. 
Numerous therapists have reported the benefits of creative arts therapies in their settings” 
(Chapman, Morabito, & Ladakakos, 2001; Brett & Ostroff, 1985; Talwar 2007; Howard, 1990; 
Klorer, 2000; Rankin & Taucher, 2003; Yates & Pawley, 1987, among others).  Although 
there seems to be potential for expressive arts as a field, it is also a newcomer, having been 
developed in the 1970’s and 80’s in the United States and Europe. Its encounter with Asian 
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countries is even more recent. Research on how to adapt expressive arts as a framework and 
practice is scant (Hillman 2008; McNiff 2012:15).  In the methodology chapter (3) I will 
highlight the history and the current trends of expressive arts therapy. Here, I will also 
indicate which particular stream within expressive arts I took up in my methodology and 
research methods. 
Trauma and its symptoms cannot be approached as a linear process of pathogen-illness and 
treatment, in which there is a regeneration of hierarchic power relation between therapist 
and client. Gopalkrishnan puts it as strong as this; “biomedicine, works within a framework 
of cause and effect [..] The doctor retains power, using different tools to fix the illness in the 
patient. She emphasizes that Complementary and alternative medicine (CAM) practitioners, 
including art therapists, are experts in their field but tend to act in a more equal power-
sharing relationship, enabling the patients to be active within their own healing process.  Also 
they look at different areas that impact health and illness of the person, which can be 
beneficial when working with refugees or more generously with people ‘estranged’ from 
their sense of home and belonging, whose experiences manifest in a range of symptoms that 
do not fit into the pathogen/illness logic. As such, a person can be cured, but not healed 
(Halprin 2000). Art therapy, taking into account the importance of power sharing and 
applying a holistic approach to wellbeing and health, “enables the survivors of trauma to 
create a visual dialogue and thereby resolve conflict, develop personal strengths and heal 
their invisible wounds without necessarily looking for a single source of these issues“ (Baker  
2006).  
The holistic approach to health and healing, in relation to trauma therapy, seems important 
for another reason. Martin Luther King jr, wrote:  
It really boils down to this: that all life is interrelated. We are all caught in an inescapable 
network of mutuality, tied into a single garment of destiny. Whatever affects one directly, 
affects all indirectly. We are made to live together because of the interrelated structure of 
reality. 
Different than the individual focus in European or US setting, traditionally the Asian setting 
are collective societies, where they recognize an interrelation between the individual and the 
collective whole, between body, mind and spirit, but also between the material world and 
non-material (supernatural) world. These basic constructions of seeing the world, the self 
and others, affect the possibilities for trauma transformation.  For example, within my 
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research in Hong Kong, the fear for ‘loss of face’ makes ‘therapy’ a loaded practice. And the 
individualist approach and treatment inherent to hegemonic discourses in traumalogy, 
clashes with understanding of things in a typical Confucian society where “individuals are 
subservient to the greater collective, and individual identities can only find meaning from the 
collective whole (Lee Ho Yin, Distefano 2002). This realization made me change the names 
of the expressive arts therapy groups to ‘women groups’, with ‘dancers’ instead of ‘clients’. 
Coseo emphasizes that cultural issues are so deep-seated and emotionally charged, that is is 
often easier to ignore or deny their significance (1997:157). Another example is given by 
Panagiotopoulou in her article “Dance therapy models: An anthropological perspective” 
when narrating about Dosamantes-Beaudry’s experience studying a Western European and 
a Taiwanese group (2011:103). In the study the two groups were given the same kinetic task, 
although it best suited the Western “individualistic” self-type, the first group was successful, 
while the Taiwanese group could not relate to the task. This is something Dosamantes-
Beaudry explains in terms of “self-construal” shaped by the cultural system to which they 
belonged, and concerned with the way in which individuals move, feel, express themselves 
and how they perceive their bodies (1999). The client’s cultural values might be in 
opposition to the therapist’s theory and methods, creating treatment obstacles and stress 
(Hanna 2006).   
As mentioned in the introduction, Hinton and Lewis-Fernandez indicate that for the 
effectiveness of trauma identification and its treatment are culturally bound (2010). Kohrt & 
Hruschka add that PTSD-like constructs, like indicated in the beginning of section 2.3,  are 
only recently developed constructs to describe, identify and treat psychological suffering in 
Western ethnopsychiatry. Dobbs in his article Soldiers’ Stress: What Doctors Get Wrong 
about PTSD emphasizes `the syndrome of post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) is under fire 
because its defining criteria are too broad, leading to rampant overdiagnosis`.62 To bring 
these comments in closer dialogue with the topic of this research´;  in the conflict affected 
hills of Nepal, I met and spend time with women who would most likely be diagnosed with 
PTSD in line with the definition of DSM-V. However, in the context of their community, grief 
and loss were processes not on an individual basis but as a collective through certain rituals. 
I questioned whether a PTSD diagnosis would have increased their chances of recovery. With 
such a diagnosis they would be labeled as `sick´ or ´having a certain deficit´, potentially 
leading to stigma. Without the diagnosis, the ´symptoms´ of these women were embraced 
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and included, instead of labeled as a mental illness. The collective was responsible for seeking 
healing and relieve for the community where the individuals were part of. 
Constructs like ‘trauma’ and ‘PTSD’, and a linear process of pathogen-illness and treatment, 
might not fit within “non-Western frameworks of emotions, behaviour and perception […] 
understanding personal or social meanings and experiences of distress associated with 
traumatic events also is necessary for effective treatment” (2010: 323, 324). 
Panagiotopoulou suggests to take an anthropological perspective and approach when using 
expressive arts therapy. The human body is the main tool in music, breathing, voice and 
dance activities. Serlin (1996) describes the body as a text where “the deepest meaning of its 
reading lies in the interrelation of body and the context in which it moves”. Dosmantes adds 
that we unconsciously mould our bodies as a consequence of our experience and in response 
to our environment. When we compare the movement patterns used in the socialization 
processes of different cultures, we learn which patterns are internalized and permitted 
expression and which are inhibited or denied expression, we learn about the emotional 
meaning attached to unacceptable and acceptable expressions, and ultimately we learn 
about the way these patterns mould our perceptions of ourselves and others in the 
environment (1992:266). To put this in simple terms, when I first arrived in Hong Kong and 
was asked to tutor Hong Kong students as an expressive arts practitioner, I learnt a lot about 
their gender perceptions, for example, by observing the body language, the breathing and 
movement patterns, the non-verbal ways of expression of girls between the ages of 17-25.  
 
Panagiotopoulou suggests for expressive arts theory and practice to think not only of a 
cultural identity when working with clients from diverse backgrounds, but also of a ‘dance 
identity’, to eliminate possible barriers between dance therapists and participants while 
opening up channels of communication. She bases her suggestion on research done by others 
as well as her own expressive arts therapy (focussed on dance as a medium) in Greece (2001: 
107). With the term ‘dance identity’ she refers to dance and movement that is known in the 
cultural setting in which a therapist works. Why? When dance is extracted from the 
environment in which it was born and developed, it “can be considered as just a movement 
activity because in traditional cultures dance cannot be separated from life, otherwise it loses 
its meaning” (Hertzfield 1997; Panagiotopoulou 2011: 105).  
 
In relation to the above theorization to the Nepali target group I worked with for this 
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research, a holistic and cultural sensitive approach is deemed necessary to understand and 
relate to people’s war experiences and journey with them in their trauma transformation.  In 
the upper part of Nepal, the animist and Buddhist belief system is dominant, in the plains 
and Southern part it is Hinduism (Bista 2001; Upreti 2001). In the Northern part, what needs 
acknowledgement is the interrelation between the natural and supernatural world, the role 
of the shaman and of communal rituals and expression to please the nature gods and to heal 
on an individual, as well as a collective level. For the South, to comprehend the “worlding” 
and role of cultural expression it is important to take note of the historical relationship 
between power distribution at the micro and macro levels of the physical world, and the 
allocation of power in the supernatural world. Nepal’s ontology has traditionally been one of 
a cosmological order, in which power is distributed by Hindu gods and deities, which is mainly 
present in the South, but sometimes more widely drawn upon (Van Houten 2011; Lecomte-
Tilouine, 2004). Here, the role of the caste system, rituals and karma in health, illness and 
transformation are relevant. In the empirical chapters I will indicate with images and stories, 
which culturally embedded and holistic practices I came across, which are relevant and 
possible to incorporate into elements of in an anthropological approach to expressive arts 
therapy for the traumatized dancers.   
In sum, in this last section, I suggest a holistic-, locally and culturally sensitive approach to 
expressive arts therapy. This means to adjust the expressive arts framework and practices to 
the local and cultural setting, as well as to look at the resources (myths, dance forms, 
breathing practices, rituals etc.) present in the local cultural and include them in the 










CHAPTER 3 ‘Methodology’ 
 
In this chapter I will lay out the methodological framework underlying this 
dissertation. Here within Phenomenology (3.1), Arts Based Research and 
Performativity (3.2) and the Inquiry Based Knowledge and Practice (3.3) will be 
addressed. The chapter focuses on why these methodological frameworks in 
particular serve the purpose of researching the question central to this dissertation: 
“How can expressive art therapists be witnesses/catalysts, standing alongside the 
rites of passage transformation processes (individual level) in relation to the topic of 
home and belonging, while working with refugees?”  
 
In “Expressive arts and the Life/Art Process” (3.4) the methodology is 
operationalized and a bridge is built with the Methods and Techniques sections 
(3.5-3.6). In 3.7 the methodological conclusions are summed up.  
 
3.1 Phenomenology  
 
Empirical-analytic knowledge familiar from positivism is neither the only type of legitimate 
knowledge, nor the standard by which all knowledge is to be measured (Bernstein 1976: 
194). 
 
I have chosen a phenomenological research approach, because the entire research 
(question) is based on the participant’s and therapist’s immediate and lived experiences. The 
premise for phenomenological research is that our personal experiences are, in their 
essence, something that can be shared with others. Melinda Meyer writes about 
phenomenology in relation to her research with refugees: “The purpose of 
phenomenological research is to describe the structure of an experience, not to describe the 
characteristics of a group who have had the experience” (2007). Hence, rather than seeking 
to describe the mean and standard deviations of a group as it relates to the experience, the 
phenomenological concern is with the nature of the experience itself, a general structural 
description (Valle & Halling, 1989: 48). This research and dissertation does not aim to focus 
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on discovering linear processes, casual effects, nor on the efficiency of expressive arts 
therapy. Rather, its aim is to develop a deep understanding of the encounter between 
expressive arts therapy and the place and people it is introduced to.  
 
Phenomenological research is descriptive (Ihde & Silvermann, 1985) and qualitative (Bogdan 
& Taylor, 1975, Schwartz & Jacobs, 1979) and makes inquiries about the structures that 
produce meaning in consciousness, focusing on the subjects’ experiences. “The purpose of 
phenomenological research is to produce clear, precise and systematic descriptions of the 
meaning that constitutes the activity of consciousness” (Polkinghorne, 1989: 45). The origins 
of phenomenology date back to the late nineteenth century with the work of Husserl (1850-
1938), arising from a critique of Cartesian dualism and a questioning of modernity. He 
opened up the world of experience as a legitimate field for philosophical inquiry. Although 
phenomenology seeks to be scientific, it does not attempt to study consciousness from the 
perspective of clinical psychology or neurology. The idea is to study and to describe objects 
and events from the position of observers, rather than to make claims about some objective 
reality.  The research accepts human experience as it is immediately given in our everyday 
lives, prior to any interpretive reflection, and aims to explicate the meaning of particular 
experiences within that lived world both for individuals and groups of individuals, searching 
for essential meanings that are common to human experiences (Meyer 2007: 36).  
 
Stephen Levine writes the following on Hussler’s phenomenological method: “it is meant to 
be a presuppositionless investigation into the nature of experience as it appears, rather than 
as it is formulated beforehand through some theoretical presupposition, no matter how 
seemingly obvious the latter may seem to be” (Knill, Levine & Levine 2005: 21). The 
phenomological approach is to give priority to experience over theoretical formulations. The 
world is first and foremost what is perceived through our senses; all other intentional acts 
and theory building presuppose and build on this fundamental presence of the world. This 
approach takes away the need for Descartian presuppositions, and radical dualism (Knill, 
Levine & Levine 2005: 22). According to D. F. Polit and C. T. Beck, a research is 
phenomenological when its main interest is the lived experience of humans. Albert Camus 
describes what knowledge is when taking a phenomenological view of the world: “This heart 
within me I can feel, and I judge that it exists. This world around me I can feel, and I likewise 
judge that it exists. There ends all my knowledge, and the rest is construction.”   
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Relationship is the basis of our existence, according to phenomenology; we exist in 
relationship, with the world and with others, in an ‘embodied-self-world-others’ system 
(Giorgi, 1997 p.238). Martin Heidegger reasons that the world of everyday life is what shows 
itself to us in our very act of existing. Our being-in-the-world is a being-with-others. The world 
is given to me as a shared phenomenon. Armand van de Hamer, a contemporary 
choreographer, dancer, and teacher embodied this line of thinking by his movement research 
and dance solo performance, entitled “Singularity: being human means nothing when you’re 
alone.” 63 The performance is surreal, permeated with sound and image from the time of the 
Renaissance, and reflects the timeless desire of human beings to be connected with other 
humans and the universe. Levine adds that we cannot understand our being-in-the-world 
without this reference to others who are there with us (Knill, Levine & Levine 2005: 24-26). 
The Menschenbuild creative writing and visual work (see image and textbox) also reflects on 
our being-in-the-world in relation to each other. Within phenomenology subject and object 
are intrinsically related, and thus are not, as traditionally thought, two independent entities. 




Incredibly awesome creature  
Thoughtful, daring, complex 
Always something new to discover  
Never completely understood 
I like it this way  
Miracles should not explain themselves 
Being, It’s about being  
That’s all there is to it  
But not too much being 
Little creature puffed up  
Needs to be put into perspective 
A cloud covers the Allalin mountain  
The divine moving ahead of us  
Do we realize often enough how fragile we are  
How small and insignificant 
                                                      
63 See http://www.armandvandenhamer.blogspot.nl/p/work-in-progress.html. 
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Still we have the right to exist  
To add value like a thread being part of a tapestry 
It’s not being modern, juicy or fancy to say….  
But; we are nothing and everything   
We are something because of the Someone who wanted us  
Right now, right here 
We are because others are too  
Part of our family, our community 
Onze Wereld 
 
Human Tapestry, 2012  
In my Expressive Arts Trainer continuing education program, I reflected on phenomenology 
and “being human' through an artistic presentation, "Menschen build", using movement, 
music, and creative writing. It included putting blindfolded people in a circle around a 2x5 
tapestry made of ropes and natural elements and inviting them to touch and experience the 
tapestry while the words of the poem above were spoken.   
 
 
Before moving to the next building brick of the methodological framework: performativity 
and art-based research, some writing sections will be spent on answering the following 
question: 
How is the conceptualization of traumatology and the focus on brain research in this 
dissertation connected to the phenomenological approach?   
 
There are several reasons why I have chosen not to perceive referencing research about 
trauma and brain research to be in conflict with drawing on the phenomenological approach. 
102 
Ruth Leys, a historian in human sciences, published extensively on trauma and affect theory. 
In an interview with her for Project Muse, she questions why cultural theorists nowadays are 
so fascinated by the idea of affect and drawn to the work of certain neuroscientists: 
“however complex the negotiations between cultural critics and the neurosciences may be, 
what fundamentally binds the two groups together is their shared anti-cognitivism, or what 
I prefer to call their shared anti –intentionalism […] they all share the same belief – the belief 
that the affects are fundamentally independent of intention and meaning because they are 
material processes of the body”.64 Here within, the focus shifts from mind /actions / 
intentions /what you do /agency to the body / affective experience / identity /who you are. 
This shift seems promising in terms of a move away from moralism, making an anti-mimetic 
distinction between the aggressor - victim, and instead creating space for identity and 
personal difference. In reality, this anti-intentionalism, the anti-mimetic oscillation and focus 
on the body instead of mind within trauma theory work based on neuroscience (such as 
Bessel van der Kolk) and by cultural theorists working on `affect theory`, run the risk of 
“perceiving trauma victims as wholly passive, without will or impulse” (Levine 2009: 72). Both 
share a commitment to the idea that there is a gap between subject´s affects and his or her 
appraisal of the affective situation, such that thinking comes `too late` for intention, belief, 
or meaning to play the role in action and behaviour that is usually accorded to them. Now 
that may be partly true, or true in some cases, however, we should not create a scenario 
where trauma victims are themselves victimized through the conception of trauma where 
it’s conceived as a complete opposition to conscious experience. Then trauma victims are 
treated in the same way that they were by the victimizer and not recognized as fully human; 
“this renders inconceivable an understanding of the resiliency of trauma victims, their 
capacity to respond to the event in a resourceful and creative manner”.65  
Hence, the first step I wanted to take is to show that the two fields of study, however 
different, share a belief in anti-intentionalism and are, maybe sometimes without realizing, 
in some way contributing to the same argument. Another point I wanted to make is that 
approaches which try to define and understand trauma from an anti-intentionalism point of 
view tend to `overdetermine`, to use a Freudian notion, the affects. Where does that leave 
us in terms of the question of why I draw on phenomenology, cultural theorists, brain studies, 
and neuroscience in my research? Trauma theory based on neuroscience, with a focus on the 
                                                      
64. Leys, R. and M. Goldman (2010), Navigating the Genealogies of Trauma, Guilt and Affect: An interview with 
Ruth Leys. University of Toronto Quarterly, Vol. 79, No 2, 66-679. 
65  Levine, Stephen (2009), Trauma, Tragedy and therapy. Jessica Kingsley Publisher: London, pp. 72 
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body, portrays the individual as helpless victims who, for example, are pulled into flashbacks 
viewed as literal reproductions of past traumatic events. Cultural theorists and their “turn to 
affect” question the psychic unconscious and thematize the body and embodiment as purely 
material and distinct from cognition; quite dualistic. Consciousness and the body placed in 
opposition, without a third category such as psychic reality or unconscious. Freud did not 
neglect the body, in fact, we owe the idea of ‘psychosomatic’ to him. Regarding the dualism 
and “turn against Freud” of “affect” theorists, Ruth Leys makes the following relevant 
comment: “as if you can’t think about the body without rejecting the psychic unconscious 
[…] The methods by which the affects are investigated today in the laboratory do not involve 
recording in any narrative details the subjective experiences of experiential subjects as they 
respond to various photographs of emotional expressions or other affective test stimuli” 
(2010: 675). A forced-choice method of labelling emotional responses and the reaction of 
subject’s brain regions are taken as evidence of emotional response because feeling and 
brain activity are equated.  I do not think it is possible to research trauma through a dualist 
split between brain and body, neither do I consider it possible to theorize the concept while 
simplifying the notion through a “turn to affect”, where the affects are imagined to consist 
of six to eight discrete affect programs, with more complex emotions a blend of the more 
basic ones.   
 
Anti-intentionalist approaches including the “affect theory” seem promising in terms of their 
focus on identity, however, there is the tendency to do this without giving that identity the 
standing of its own essence. For example, replacing guilt (focused on doing and 
intentionality) with shame (focused on who you are and affective experience) makes me be 
someone only through experiencing shame. Moreover, “the affects” are autotelic, giving 
primacy to the feeling of a subject without a psychology and external world. This I consider 
problematic and does not fit within the ontological underpinnings of the expressive arts 
framework, where one believes that a cathartic moment in the healing process takes place 
when a person’s (traumatic) story is received by “the community”, where the community can 
be the therapist, the family, or another group the person is a part of. Also, in my theory 
chapter I wrote about expressive arts and its roots in shamanism and indigenous cultures 
where the individual and community are seen as one (Knill, Barba & Fuchs 2003). Peter Levine 
in the book The Tiger Awakens trauma treatment with somatic experience also makes a 
connection with ‘ancient ways of healing’. He stresses that through history and oral 
transference of knowledge the shaman was responsible for the health of individuals and 
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communities. In contrast to Western medicine, the latter two were seen as one, and the 
effects of trauma on the individual and the community were acknowledged (2008: 65). 
 
Why do I see phenomenology as relevant to include in my methodological framework? 
Phenomenology believes that the world is first and foremost received through our senses; 
all other intentional acts and theory building presuppose and build on this fundamental 
presence of the world. Yet it does not reject intentionality completely, nor does it focus on 
individual affect and emotions separately from the external world. Instead, phenomenology 
emphasizes that relationship is the basis of our existence (Giorgi 1997:238; Knill, Levine & 
Levine 2005: 24-26). 
 
Edmund Husserl as one of the founding fathers of phenomenology introduces the term 
intersubjectivity: “an approach where consciousness or subjectivity is not restricted to the 
realm of the mental as traditionally understood; instead, the phenomenological notion of 
embodied experience offers an alternative to mind-body dualism”.66 Husserl’s investigations 
ultimately embrace not only the achievements and correlates of constituting subjectivity, but 
of the “we” rather than solely the “I”.  
 
In terms of operationalization, Shaun Gallagher is a philosopher who meets scientists on their 
own ground, for example with his discussion of the body image and body schema in the 
deafferented patient and the role of contextualization in the rehabilitation of function after 
brain damage.  He engages “embodied phenomenology”, and is very plugged into recent 
developments in the neurosciences, while making a persuasive analysis of the motor 
limitations of the patient (Leys 2010: 670). In terms of my own research, I would like to 
emphasize that phenomenology seeks to be scientific, yet starts with human experience and 
not with hard core data like brain scans and neurologic explanations of trauma. This is why I 
did not start with hypotheses and analysis from a positivist perspective of the ‘dancers’ 
whom expressive arts therapists work with, but with watching their voice, the muscular 
tension their bodies hold, their breathing in relation to the art explorations they were invited 
to take part in. The more clinical observations in terms of movement and breathing apparatus 
were then contextualized by listening to their own explanations of emotions and by visiting 
                                                      
66 Behnke, E.A (?), Edmund Husserl: Phenomenology of Embodiment. Internet Encyclopedia of Philosophy, 
http://www.iep.utm.edu/husspemb/, Retrieved at 25 January 2017. 
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them at home to see their living environment. Like in any type of inductive research, relations 
with theory and hard core data can be sought after having taken enough time for the 
“experience” to speak for itself. In this research the expressive art therapists were the 
“object” of research, not the ‘dancers’ they worked with. I feel I have given other expressive 
arts therapist and myself, as an expressive arts trainer, enough space to speak from our 
position. Like I did with the ‘dancers’ I spent one-on-one time with the “expressive arts 
therapists” and built a long term relationship.   
I do not make claims about an objective reality, instead I emphasize that my dissertation is 
to be read as a living document, where the renderings are just a reflection thus far of my 
findings and those of the other expressive arts therapists involved.   
 
Overall, if we want to allow and acknowledge not just one epistemological standpoint, but a 
multiplicity of “knowing” and making meaning (Praxis, Theoria, Poiesis), I suggest to see the 
different standpoints as potentially contributing to the same argument, and not, per se, as a 
conflict.67 Connections with existing theory, including brain research on trauma, can be of 
added value after the “experience is given room over theoretical formulations” and 
“describing the structure of the experience has been given more attention than describing 
the characteristics of a group who have had the experience”. This, for example, led to the 
following scenario: aside from a general orientation in terms of readings into trauma and 
brain research, cultural studies, and expressive arts theory, I only decided on a particular 
theoretical focus after, and based on, discoveries related to trauma (treatment) that came 





                                                      
67. The strength of my master dissertation (which includes fieldwork that contributed to my PhD findings and 
dissertation) is triangulation in terms of methods which I knew were normally applied by schools of thought, 
applying contrasting ideas in terms of epistemology and ontology. I used the Livelihood Approach and Network 
Analysis to access people’s vulnerability after the Nepali civil war. If I had only conducted informal interviews 
and participant observation or statistics, I would not have gotten very far in a politicized conflict affected area 
where “truth” is strongly adapted to the perception people have of the person asking for details. I understood 
statistic research to have other ontological and epistemological underpinnings than the more soft approaches. 
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3.2 Arts Based Research and Performativity 
   
I never made a painting as a work of art, it’s all research. 
Pablo Picasso   
Shaun McNiff, one of the pioneers within the field of expressive arts, highlights that the main 
contribution of art-based research to the larger research community may emerge from 
demonstrations of how science and art can work together within the process of disciplined 
inquiry (1998: 51). In arts-based research, the artistic process is systematically used as a “way 
of understanding and examining experience by both researchers and the people they 
involved in their studies” (McNiff 2008: 29; 1998: 13). Art-based research can be simply 
phrased as ‘artistic inquiries’ into the researched reality to gain knowledge about life. Art can 
help to uncover the ways in which we interact with others and teach us to let go of negative 
attitudes; it guides us into fostering more open manners of perceiving situations and others, 
gaining insights and sensitivities towards others (McNiff 2003). Hence, when taking a 
phenomenological approach to understand human existence, art based research provides a 
more concrete framework of the “how to” by proposing to use artistic inquiry to understand 
a personal experience in relation to the inner environment of a person and the  outer 
environment they are part of.  Regarding the relation between human experience and its 
relation with the inner environment, McNiff emphasizes the importance of self-inquiry as 
being just as important as empirical experimentation (1998: 50). Within other expressive arts 
traditions68 self-inquiry tools are included in the education by means of training programs, 
not just for those working in practice, but also for those active in art-based research. For this 
reason I indicated in my introduction that I will include creative reflections as a part of self-
inquiry, alongside sharing the artistic inquiries of participants in the expressive arts refugee 
group.  
Performativity in relation to the themes researched within this thesis, like power struggle, 
violence, and art-based research, means the assumption “that human beings have no innate 
selfhood or subjectivity but become what they are through more or less forced repetition of 
a certain role” (Miller 2009: 146). Pierre Bourdieu strongly influenced the genealogy of 
‘performativity’. In Language and Symbolic Power, he typifies the force attributed to the 
performative utterance as a force from the “institutions that endow particular agents with 
                                                      
68. For example the Expressive Arts Programs at the European Graduate School in Saas Fee and the Appalachian 
State University, as well as the Person Centered Approach developed by Natalie Rogers. 
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recognized authority, resources and symbols to perform particular acts” (Delanty & Turner 
eds. 2011: 260).  In The Practice of Everyday Life, Michel de Certeau reflects on local history, 
imprinted on our body memory as cartography “there is no law that is not inscribed on 
bodies. Every law has a hold on the body […] from birth to mourning after death, law "takes 
hold of" bodies in order to make them its text [and to transform them] into living tableaux of 
rules and customs, into actors in the drama organized by a social order” (1984: 139). Symbols 
and symbolic acts, like cultural expressions, regenerate the performative roles people and 
institutions played in the past, or negotiate these roles to change the power relations in 
present-day society (e.g. class, caste, gender, or ethnic relations). Hence, the roles people 
‘play’ in the theater of everyday life are a ‘social construction’, for example in relation to the 
power division in a local community, or ‘victim-roles’ individuals take on after a traumatic 
event.   
 
Why ‘artistic inquiry’? Artistic inquiry into the researched reality provides us with knowledge 
about life (McNiff 2008: 29; 1998: 13). Artistic inquiry can facilitate the deconstruction of 
roles played by different actors, including ourselves, and challenge our interpretation of 
historic accounts. Battista and Eiselen write the following: “using performative approaches 
opens up the possibility to gain an understanding of the social situation beyond the rational 
and cognitive level. In particular, the use of creative approaches like painting, role-plays or 
fairy tales may allow new and alternative perspectives and interpretations of a social 
situation to emerge” (2008). With regard to the research question, the work of Erika Fischer-
Lichte (Transformative Power of Performance, Patrice Pavis (Analysing Theatre, Dance and 
Film), and Merleau-Ponty's approach of the physical senses, is highly relevant. The latter 
expounds that “the world is primarily accessed via perception which is an embodied event”.  
In my research with refugees I approach ‘The Body as a Landscape’; a place through which 
we perceive the world around us, a place which we either inhabit or not, and a place where 
the stories of negative and positive experiences are documented like a cartography. Daria 
Halprin, an influential source in movement-based therapy, added a beautiful quote on the 
body as a landscape in a chapter on Somatic Psychology in her book “The Expressive Body in 
Life, Art and Therapy. Working with movement, metaphor and meaning” (2003: 56):  
 
In a way my body is like the body of the earth, which with its mountains, valleys, riverbeds 
and uneven topography tells the story of its history and creation as surely as my body 




In the same chapter Halprin refers to Wilhelm Reich, the founder of somatic psychology, who 
looked at the body not from a ‘mechanistic point of view’, or seeing its parts and functions 
as separate occurrences (1960). Rather, he articulated the body as a powerful reflection of 
psychic and cosmic energy, holding the entire history of the person, as a container, within its 
psychical structures and organismic functioning. 
 
3.3 Inquiry-based practice   
 
I remember a week in the beginning of my research when I was not getting further by 
focusing on reading and trying to build a structure to theorize and conduct research on arts 
and resilience. The more I read and came across models and findings of research already 
conducted, the more I got “lost in the woods of making sense”.69 I decided to suspend my 
‘knowing’ and instead ‘decenter’ into art-making, a term and practice I learnt while being 
trained as an expressive arts trainer/coach/researcher, with the aim of letting go of the focus 
on finding the problem and engaging in the art and dialogue with one’s own artwork (asking 
the artwork questions and letting it answer).  The term is known, but articulated differently 
in related fields; in somatic education they speak of the ‘inhibition’ of habits and playfully 
asking our bodies to re-discover how to move with ease and grace (Faire 2002), or in Body 
Psychology, the ‘decentering’ lies in asking our bodies “to voice the unsaid parts of ourselves 
within supportive relationships” (Totton 2003).  
 
 
                                                      
69.  “Getting lost in the woods of making sense” is a poetic description I use to describe my feelings in the 
process of reading up on my topic. It refers to my attempts to make sense of my research topic, with all the 
literature available. It felt like I was walking in an enormous wood without direction marks.  
109 
During my ‘decentering’ and withholding of ‘knowing’ while searching for a thematic and 
methodological focus, I moved/dance in my office and wrote the following poetic lines 
afterwards: 
This journey 
I browse through a collection 
Of what, for what?  
Following my senses  
In a land that recognizes primarily logic  
Do I even exist? 
Is there room for liminal space  
not knowing, no causal relations 
Kinesthetic knowing 
The body remembers it all  
so they say  
Body  
are you my way out   
of in betweenness  
into poiesis?  
 
From that moment on I knew ‘the body’, art making, and ‘decentering’, ‘Inquiry based 
practice, and ‘not-knowing’ would be important lenses through which I would look at the 
topic of refugees, transformation, homecoming, and reconciliation.  
 
Rosemary Faire, Paulo Knill, and Stephen Levine indicate the difference between Inquiry 
Based Practice starting from “not-knowing”, and “Evidence Based Practice”, valuing knowing 
that is derived from a rational and scientific process. The latter is a legitimate and necessary 
part of our practice, and we should certainly not “throw the baby out with the bath water” 
in acknowledging the limitations of science (Faire 2012: 11, Wilber 1997, Knill et all 2001). 
However, I adopt Faire’s statement that “a reliance predominately on Evidence-Based-
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Practice (with its current emphasis on scientific/medical methodologies within the therapy 
field) can create an imbalance in which other sources of wisdom tend to be invalided: the 
artistic, non-rational intuitions  […] and need to be balanced in human centered disciplines 
with [such as expressive arts therapy or Somatic Approaches or Body Psychology] an Inquiry-
Based-Practice underpinned by valuing ‘Not-knowing’.   
 
The balance between evidence-based-knowing and not-knowing-based-inquiry can be 
represented like a cycle: beginning with knowing, to suspending that ‘knowing’ in order to 
let a question arise out of the not-knowing, to finding a suitable systematic inquiry 




Engaging in creative artistic self-expression or receptive arts contemplation takes us into “an 
alternative experience of worlding” in which our everyday reality and “way of knowing the 
world can be suspended” (Knill 2000: Faire 2012). The researcher tolerates the ‘not-knowing’ 
and trusts that the “creative flow of images, music, movement, poetry and storytelling will 
evolve into recognizable patterns of meaning that bring together and integrate primary 
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processes with cognitive thinking” (Austin & Forinash 2005: 460).   
Where artmaking in general differs from systematic arts-based inquiry, is that the latter is 
centered on a research question and uses defined arts-based procedures to explore this 
question. As indicated in the ‘introduction’ part of this dissertation, artist researchers “make 
making” of the world surrounding them by positioning himself/herself in-between the 
“bricoleur and the engineer”: between structure and chaos, between looking at that which 
is at hand and creating with it and/or inventing structures to come to new ways of 
understanding (Levi-Strauss 1962). It is not that science/the engineer and art/bricoleur 
supplant each other; both attach themselves to the phenomena they interpret, with “each 
descriptor infusing its particular kind of rhetoric and observational style into the portrait 
being created. Art can help science to become more sensitive to the transformative effects 
of its interpretations, and science can assist art-based research in becoming more systematic 
in its procedures and more attuned to the give and take between object and observer. The 
different ways of looking complement and expand one another” (1998: 166). 
 
Artworks created in therapy sessions, or by artists as a reflection on the community in 
transition, can be seen as a gift (Levine 1997) bestowed upon us “from the gods”, a gift of 
inspiration and intuition, carrying wisdom capable of sustaining us in trails of our own and 
others suffering (Faire 2012:4). Gifts that arise from, and receive their meaning through, 
dialogue. Firstly, a dialogue with self through the artistic and somatic exploration of our own 
body landscape and cartography, and secondly, a dialogue between our body cartography 
and the sensory cartography of the city with its everyday sounds, colors, rhythm and 
historically embedded institutions and structure – all this perceived by us according to its 
characteristics or our own body cartography. Fritz and Laura Perls, the founders of Gestalt 
therapy, with a focus on the body, articulate the relationship between the personal body 
landscape/cartography and the environment, including the sensory cartography of the city, 
as follows: “the sensory response to the environment and to others is a significant and 
valuable projective occurrence – a reflection of feeling, of past associations, of subjective 
responses and of metaphoric interpretations by the observer” (Halprin 2003 :50). Both the 
movement based education/therapy at the Tamalpa Institute of Anna & Daria Halprin, as well 
as the European Graduate School in Switzerland, training people to use expressive arts for 
therapy and social transformation, are based in a surrounding that provides the opportunity 
to work outdoors. Here the individual or group’s body landscape and cartography are 
brought in contact with the outdoor environment which provides images, sounds and other 
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impulses to the body landscape. ‘Touch and being touched by’ becomes an important phrase 
in this setting, and the hierarchy between therapist – client or learner- learnee is removed 
(Berger and McLeod 2006). The environment is not merely a setting, but a living and dynamic 
partner in the creative transformation process (Berger, 2004). Nature, and outdoor space in 
general, is “not under the control or ownership of either therapist or client. It is an open and 
independent space, which has existed before their arrival in it and will remain long after they 
depart from it” (Berger, 2003). Berger introduces “the building-a-home-in-nature method” 
(Berger, 2004), whereby the outdoors becomes the ‘home’ of a therapeutic setting in a 
concrete and embodied way.   
 
 
Tamalpa Institute surroundings, California (US)  
This video shows part of an outdoor performance “Spirit of Place” which gives an example of how the 








European Graduate School in Saas Fee, Switzerland  
 
The environment can be seen as the ‘home’ – holding the space for a creative transformative 
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process to emerge and giving sensory impulses to our body landscape and cartography. The 
environment can also be articulated as a witness, a partner opening up options and new ways 
of seeing (e.g. the wind that partners with the still life of natural materials built in an art or 
therapeutic session, which has an effect on whatever is built. In Gestalt therapy, as well as in 
the expressive arts training or movement-based therapy training, the importance of 
witnessing is emphasized: the witnessing of self, the dialogue and artistic response given to 
the rites of passage process of an individual, and the relational witnessing through the 
interaction with the ‘other’ (Halprin 2003: 49-50; Rubin 1999:163; Turner 1969; van Gennep 
1960). Here, both what is within the self and its identity in transformation can only be 
understood through the other, whereby the other can be ‘the city space’ in which the art is 
made or the dialogue with another human being.  
 
In this research, the dialogue will take place through artmaking, with self and with the other:  
• Within the women refugee expressive arts group in Hong Kong  
• Within the interdisciplinary and cross cultural team leading the women refugees’ 
expressive arts group. 
 
3.4 Expressive arts & Life/Art Process  
  
In order to work with the methodological framework laid out above, expressive arts and arts 
improvisation will be used to realize the methodology. Expressive arts is a broad field; I 
decided to draw on the teachings on Expressive Arts from Shaun McNiff & Paulo Knill who 
started the expressive arts education at the Lesley University in Boston (US). Later they were 
accompanied by pioneers such as Stephen and Ellen Levine, Markus Alexander, Melinda 
Meyer when the same education was implemented at the European Graduate School in Saas 
Fee, Switzerland. 70 
While all art modalities are available to an expressive arts practitioner, they often prefer to 
work with certain ones in particular. Because of my background in dance and theatre, the 
main modality I draw from is movement. Secondly I work with drawing and poetry, and 
sometimes with the voice. I prefer to utilize both the indoors and outdoors. Bringing all these 
                                                      
70. The place where I did my advanced post master in Expressive Arts for Education, Social Change and Therapy. 
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preferences together, this approach is best articulated by the name Life/Art Process. In the 
paragraphs below I will include some background information on Expressive Arts and the 
Life/Arts Process. 
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LIFE/ART PROCESS and REBIRTH OF AN ANCIENT WAY 
In a real sense all life is interrelated. All men are caught in an inescapable network of 
mutuality, tied in a single garment of destiny. Whatever affects one directly, affects all 
indirectly. I can never be what I ought to be until you are what you ought to be, and you can 
never be what you ought to be until I am what I ought to be...This is the interrelated structure 
of reality.  
Ds. Martin Luther King Jr.  
In ancient times, art was viewed as having healing, transformative, and spiritual powers. 
Painting, storytelling, dream sharing, mask making, dance, and chanting were an integral part 
of community life. In The Expressive Body in Life, Art and Therapy, Daria Halprin wrote: “Art 
played a significant role in the integration of the individual, family, and group—from the 
ceremonial marking of passages into life and death, marriage, and war to the treatment of 
disease and the interaction with the forces of nature— as well as a means of prayer and 
connecting with the divine.” (2003, p. 37). Indigenous people today still incorporate art and 
rituals as an intrinsic part of life and the collective experience. 
Peter Levine in the book “The Tiger Awakens states that “trauma treatment with somatic 
experience” also make a connection with “ancient ways of healing”. He stresses that 
throughout history and oral transference of knowledge, the shaman was responsible for the 
health of individuals and communities. In contrast to Western medicine, the latter two were 
seen as one, and the effects of trauma on the individual and the community were 
acknowledged (2008: 65). Although the methods shamans use are different and complex, 
observed over a range of time they have certain shared convictions about trauma. For 
example, the belief that when people are emotionally overwhelmed by a certain event their 
soul gets disconnected from their body, which in the eyes of shamans leads to sickness 
(physically or emotionally). Rituals were used to retrieve the lost soul, to get it to re-inhabit 
the body-home. At the end of the rituals, in whatever type and format they are performed, 
the person who is the target of the ‘treatment’ shivers. This also happens to animals when 
they discharge stored energy (Levine 2008: 66). 
 
Mircea Elaide, a scientist who specialized in shamanism, describes how the shaman 
intercedes in the spirit realm, and gives the following example of words used by a Toteut – 
shaman who calls back the soul of a sick child: “Come back to your country, your people, to 
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the clarity of fire. Come back to your father and mother…..”.71  It touches on an essential point 
in bringing the soul back to the body-home, the welcoming support of friends, family and the 
‘tribe’ is necessary. Hence, shamanism understands that connection, support, and social 
cohesion are essential prerequisites for healing.  Why do I emphasize the arts, rituals, 
shamanism and the support of the community? In the paragraphs below I will outline how 
the “ancient way” of searching for healing is at the roots of expressive arts therapy. Secondly, 
the main focus of this dissertation is on Nepal and its population. During the period I lived in 
the Nepalese mountains (2006/2007), I witnessed shamans at work to bring healing to 
villagers and to protect the village from evil spirits. I also witnessed dance, singing and other 
collective rituals for grief and the process of loss. See below for some images:  
 
     
Nepali Damai/Shakri’s cosmology & perspective on health & mental illness or trauma  
 
In the 18th century, Rene Descartes’ world view of separation between body and mind began 
to take hold, resulting in art becoming a separately valued entity, relegated to museums, 
concert halls, and stages. Halprin (2003) remarked that “much of our art today has become 
another commodity in the marketplace, based on the criteria of entertainment, fads, and 
manipulation” (p. 38). Artistic expression has become the province of the artist, rather than 
                                                      
71. Elaide, M (1974). Shamanism, Princeton University Press, 2nd print. 
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the birthright of all people. It has only been in the 19th and 20th centuries that psychiatry 
became interested in the connections between imagery, emotion, and mental illness. The 
underpinnings of art therapy took form with an interest in artwork by patients in European 
insane asylums, particularly with the early 19th century work of Hans Prinzhorn, an art 
historian turned psychiatrist. “Prinzhorn held that the creative process of art making is basic 
to all people, with or without mental illness, and that art was a natural way to achieve 
psychological integration and wellness” (Malchiodi, 2007:27).  
 
Cathy Malchiodi (2007) pointed out that Freud also realized that art is closer to the 
unconscious, because humans’ visual perceptions predate their capacity for verbal 
expression. Sigmund Freud’s theories of repression, projection, the unconscious, and 
symbolism in dreams signify the importance of visual images to understanding mental illness. 
“He concluded that his patients’ frustrations in describing their dreams might be alleviated if 
they could draw them” (Malchiodi 2007: 9). In the 20th century in the United States Margaret 
Naumburg and Edith Kramer were two early pioneers in art therapy who adapted Freud’s 
ideas. According to Stephanie Brooke (2006), Naumburg encouraged clients to freely 
associate to their finished artwork as a means of uncovering unconscious material. In 
contrast, Edith Kramer, who developed art as therapy during the 1950s, argued that healing 
occurred within the art-making process itself. 72   
 
The American Art Therapy Association (AATA) provided the following definition of art 
therapy:  
 
Art therapy is the therapeutic use of art making, within a professional relationship, by people 
who experience illness, trauma, or challenges in living, and by people who seek personal 
development. Through creating art and reflecting on the art products and processes, people 
can increase awareness of self and others, cope with symptoms, stress, and traumatic 
experiences; enhance cognitive abilities; and enjoy the life-affirming pleasures of making 
art.”73    
Expressive arts therapy origins can be traced back to the early 1970s when Shaun McNiff, 
Paolo Knill, Norma Canner, and others founded the Expressive Therapy Program at Lesley 
                                                      
72. Wallingford, N (2009), Expressive Arts Therapy. Powerful Medicine for Wholeness and Healing.  
73  AATA newsletter, 2004, page 4. 
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College Graduate School in Cambridge, MA. “The philosophy of this program embraced an 
intermodal or interdisciplinary approach to the arts therapies, in contradistinction to the 
specialized arts therapy training programs then in existence” (Levine & Levine, 1999: 9). 
Expressive Arts Therapy as a separate field of professional practice is a comparatively recent 
development. In the late 1980s expressive arts pioneer Paolo Knill began to develop training 
programs in Europe and North America which were affiliated with Lesley College. These 
programs featured training in intermodal expressive arts therapy. The European Graduate 
School, based in Switzerland, began to offer master’s and post master’s degrees in Expressive 




October 2015, Assisting Paulo Knill & Margo Knill- Fuchs in Hong Kong  
during a week of training on Expressive Arts Therapy.  
 
The Life/Art Process is a particular way of practicing expressive arts. The method was 
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invented by the dance and expressive arts therapy pioneers Anna and Daria Halprin, who 
founded the Tamalpa Institute in California in 1978.74 Jahner (2002) extensively studied the 
Halprin Life/Art Process, and concluded that it contributed to people living more authentic, 
embodied lives. This transformation, she suggests, enhances health, as individuals can 
symbolically let go of unhealthy habits or patterns through the expressive arts and ritual, 
moving forward with a renewed self-awareness as they create more spirited, genuine lives.
  
Expressive Arts Therapy: how does it work? 
The roots of Expressive Arts go back to shamans in indigenous cultures. The expressive arts 
framework is based on the belief that the arts are capable of uniting ritual, imagination, and 
the dream world in a way no other activity can (Knill, Barba & Fuchs 2003).  In the book 
Art Heals, Shaun McNiff writes: “Art speaks the language of the soul. And they have the ability 
to manifest and return soul to our lives just as the shaman does. In this realm of soul, that 
draws together the arts, therapy, shamanism and contemporary spirituality. I see the artistic 
image as a shaman, a guide, and helper, returning soul to the world” (2004: 205). Expressive 
arts lends itself to group processes where the art therapist acts like a shaman. McNiff 
comments: “Shamanism, like art therapy, is based upon the energy that is generated when 
people create together in a ritual way. The group increases the power of the shamanic 
process with its energy, and it becomes the tribe” (206). The process of artmaking therefore 
can be seen as a meditation and visitation by the psyche’s images (Wallingford 2009: 9).
  
 
As in shamanism, in trauma theory it is believed that the soul can flee the body, leaving it 
disinhibited. “When violence consistently takes place over a longer period of time, the soul 
will protect itself by disassociation, from the body, and ultimately also the soul is affected” 
(Flores-Ortis 2003: 350, 353). A feeling of numbness remains. The metaphorical body 
landscape starts to look desolate and no longer identifies itself with its owner. Ownership of 
the body landscape and the cartography written on it, as well as home and belonging become 
fragmented notions and hollow concepts. To trace the sensory body cartography that lacks 
                                                      
74.  Daria Halprin (2003) teaches a movement-based approach to expressive arts therapy, whereby somatic 
psychology, visual art- making, dance, and performance art are joined together to facilitate a Life/Art Process 
that promotes embodied healing and transformation. Her approach builds on the revolutionary work of dancer 
Anna Halprin (2000), Daria’s mother, who is frequently considered to be the pioneer of dance as a healing art. 
www.tamalpa.org and https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=yVQ50oG2bnE 
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a verbal narrative, we need to dialogue with it in a language it understands, through 
movement, touch, and imagery. This is where artistic inquiry comes in, exploring how to 
defrost and bring movement to the parts of our body landscape that were left frozen and un-
inhabited. How to bring back the feeling of being human, where humans view themselves as 
being capable of doing more than just discovering parts of the pre-existing reality or guarding 
a world which is given to them. Majken Jacoby writes “He [the human being] is an ‘aesthetic’ 
being in a field of shaping-possibilities: he shapes and he relates to matter time, space, the 
other person and the world in which he lives” (2004: 1)  
Human beings are builders, creators, makers with the urge to construct and change the world 
they are a part of (Levine 2012: 187, 189:  55). The old Greek myths give us a suggestion of 
how to move from a state of victimhood and frozenness to a state of being where the 
individual can realize their own agency and creative power. In the mythical story of 
Persephone (Goddess of Springtime and Rebirth) and Demeter, Persephone is eternally 
connected to the cycles of the earth, which lies barren in her absence and blooms again each 
spring with her return. The story holds that the arts were stolen from the earth while 
Persephone was in the underworld. The dark frozenness that resulted was only thawed by 
Persephone’s return, bringing dance and stories back to life. In “Demeter and Persephone: 
Lessons from a Myth” by Agha-Jaffar, we see how the myth offers insight "about who we are, 
about our roles as mothers and daughters, about the nature of our interactions, about our 
subordinate status in patriarchal society, about fighting back, about refusing to submit [to a 
state of permanent grief], and about personal growth"(Jefferson, NC: McFarland and 
Company, Inc, 2002).    
 
Persephone  
By Henry Kearney, TV  
  
Fallen behind in sunlight the garden unturned   
buds with shade, growth in decay.   
See how beneath the gray and clotting topsoil  
creatures of all tiny kinds tend their damp birth right,  
how dead roots entangled evaporate into dirt,  
and small white mites go about devouring this world. 
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Broadly below stretch fungi generationally slow,  
loosening the earth that from above seems firm enough   
to build a home on-their brittle cousins   
above in chalky endurance cling to the humid husks  
of what could have been eaten last summer. 
Here, queen, is your spring, a beginning  
rich and tender and known only to the dead  
and the unseeing beasts that crawl among them.   
 
What we can learn from the mythical story of Persephone is that death is just a stage of new 
life, of life in a multiple and redemptive nature. In every moment of loss/grief/death, small 
and big, there is always the choice to see the little buds that are under the surface, to find 
the way towards sunlight. When we nurture these buds by speaking life into them through 
our words and by artmaking amidst the death taking place (however illogical it may seem...), 
something more abundant and rich is being born. When we go along with death and dwell in 
it with our words and artmaking, the buds will not be noticed and 'mothered' enough to be 
birthed and see daylight.  
 
Like in the myth of Persephone where the dark frozenness could only be brought back to life 
through dance and stories, expressive arts therapy fully acknowledges the role of the arts in 
healing and transformation processes. It is at the core of the discipline’s conceptualization 
and practices. Here within artistic inquiry into the past through an expressive arts session is 
seen as a creative elaboration of the past, where art has the power to set ‘truth into a work’ 
(Knill, Levine & Levine 2005: 67). The expressive arts practitioner lets the artistic ‘axe that 
builds the house’ go to the root (brain stem) to do the destructuring necessary (Knill, Barba, 
Fuch 2004: 108-112). In bringing movement to the dormant, uninhabited places of our inner 
landscape, the parts of our identity that are frozen, it will begin to defrost. In this way the 
river can flow our essence into this world, and oxygen can reach the higher brain circuit to 
activate it (Levine 2008: 193-218).   
 
In the introduction it was indicated that the therapist in this process becomes a 
witness/shaman in the ‘rites of passage – transition process’ of an individual or community, 
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receiving the ‘new dug-up stories’, ‘the truth’, as an active listener. Here transformation 
takes place when the therapist/witness goes beyond showing that he/she has understood 
and received the relayed story through mirroring and empathic response, to expressing how 
the story affected them. Such a response can take an aesthetic form, known as ‘aesthetic 
response’, “in which my own experience of your story is given imaginative elaboration” (Knill, 
Barba and Fuchs 2004; Knill, Levine & Levine 2005: 68). An aesthetic response becomes an 
aesthetic intervention when the therapist is able to help the individual or community tell the 
story in a way that is more effective.  
  
3.5 The methods  
 
In art-based research any artistic means can be employed for the purpose of the research, 
and a willingness to design methods in response to the particular situation is important. As 
regards research methods and techniques, below is a summary of the implemented 
techniques and methods.  
  
Interviews 
Interviews were held with practitioners and institutes which use non-verbal approaches in 
therapy, and scholars theorizing on identity, transformation and non-verbal therapies 
(secondary data). The interviews conducted took place from 2010 – 2016 with practitioners 
from all around the world. See appendix one for the list of practitioners interviewed. These 
interviewed practitioners include people, like Ms. Carrie Herbert of the Ragamuffin project 
in Cambodia, who have a long track record of working with expressive arts in the Asian 
context and adapting their training in expressive arts attained in the US/Europe to the local 
culture. Appendix III shows a guideline of questions I had in mind while meeting these 
practitioners. For Markus Alexander Scott I added four questions (see appendix VIII) to the 
initial list, specific to the themes I wanted to touch upon when interviewing him. However, 
often the most interesting moments were those that developed from listening closely and 
asking follow-up questions based on case studies raised. For those working in a Nepalese 
setting, appendix IV shows an example of how the general interview-guiding questions were 
adapted to fit a talk with a particular Nepali respondent at the starting phase of acquiring 
experience in facilitating expressive arts work. Regarding the interviews with the institutions 
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that work with refugees in Hong Kong, I developed the question guideline shown in appendix 
V. 
Also held were in-depth interviews and observations of the work of five practitioners with 
knowledge on the Life/Art Process and on how it does or does not work in Hong Kong/China 
and Nepal. Since so few people seemed to be trained in how to work with the Life/Art Process 
of Tamalpa Institute, I chose practitioners (expressive arts therapists, dance movement 
therapists, movement facilitators) whose work developed in a way that has a lot of overlap 
with the Life/Art Process. I followed the selected practitioners for a longer time span in order 
to see how their work developed. Here is a list: 
1) Zvika Frank (Dance movement therapist, Transactional Analysis Therapist. Trained in 
Israel and the Netherlands, work experience in the Netherlands and China/Hong 
Kong) 
2) Simone Kleinlooh (Dance movement therapist, trained in the Netherlands, work 
experience in the Netherlands and China/Hong Kong) 
3) Mary Putera (Expressive Art Therapist, trained in US/Europe, work experience 
globally, including Nepal). 
4) Markus Alexander Scott (from Canada, Expressive Art Therapist with work 
experience in Hong Kong, Senior staff of the European Graduate School in 
Switzerland, Founder/Director of World Arts Organization, Choreographer for Dance 
Theatre Moving Legend).  
5) David Leung, (somatic and body worker, Body Nuance movement ‘therapy’ 
developer, trained and based in Hong Kong/China).  
 
In less depth I interviewed and/or was introduced to the work of:   
• Dr. KK Lai (HK- EGS Expressive Arts Therapist, Art Educator, Art consultant, Head of 
Expressive Arts). 
• Fiona Chang (HK – Person Centered Expressive Arts Therapist, trained in Hong Kong. 
Work experience in Hong Kong and Nepal). Herbert and Chang contributed to the 
book “Art therapy in Asia” (2012).  
• Dr. Rainbow Ho (HK – Dance Movement Therapist, Honorary Director, Center on 
Behavioral Health in the Faculty of Social Sciences).  
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Besides the semi-structured and informal interviews I also asked the practitioners to react to 
Chapter 6 (4 pages) of Shaun McNiff’s book “Art Heals. How creativity cures the soul” (2004), 
on how art therapists, and artists committed to transformation and healing, cannot begin to 
be of use to others if they are not attentive to the transformations of the healing and creative 
process in themselves. In this chapter, McNiff reflects on how art can be a way to engage 
with conflicts/tensions within oneself or with others. I chose this specific chapter because of 
the often mentioned difficulty for expressive arts practitioners working here in Hong 
Kong/China: that issues and conflicts were not brought to the surface and looked at, but 
rather suppressed or ignored.  I asked them to reflect on whether the approach Shaun McNiff 
describes, engaging actively with tension/conflict through the arts, could work, or what kind 
of adaptations were needed.  
 
Workshops 
As an art/o/grapher I followed and gave workshops related to the topic of the therapist as a 
witness/catalyst in the homecoming journey of war-traumatized women, and others 
estranged from themselves, and the applicability of EXA in the Netherlands, Hong 
Kong/China. See appendix one for a list which includes the workshops attended. For the 
workshops given, I added two workshops as examples of the multiple workshops conducted 
since 2011 to gather data input for this thesis, (appendix 3).  
 
Examples of expressive arts work and workshops witnessed  
With regards to witnessing expressive arts work, I accompanied Zvika Frank during expressive 
arts trauma therapy given in Guangzhou, May 2013.  
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As far as I can currently assess, one of my deepest encounters and learning experiences in 
this journey of engaging with the local resources available for the practice and 
conceptualization of expressive arts therapy has been with David Leung (somatic 
practitioner, body worker, lecturer at the Hong Kong Academy of Performing Arts, 
choreographer, dancer and qi gong/tai chi practitioner). As one of the pulling partners, 
choreographers, and performers for a cross cultural dance project (Hong Kong- Netherlands) 
I initiated in September 2014 we research, dance, practice movement, teach movement and 
intermodal art making workshops/sessions together. We dialogue and understand, or clash 
with each other, over our differences in understanding the world and healing. Although not 
formally an expressive arts or dance movement therapist, Leung works on transformation 
through movement and breathing practices that activate and circulate energy, in keeping 
with the principles of Chinese medicine. He developed a movement practice called ‘Body 
Nuance’, which I have come to know as a locally-adapted way of doing movement based 
therapy (without naming it specifically ‘therapy’). The approach includes qi gong, and tai chi 
breathing and movement practices, mindfulness exercises, and somatic and dance 
influences. As well as witnessing and taking part, during his teachings we deepened our 
cultural encounter by coaching and teaching each other’s students/coaching clients and by 





Co-teaching art students in the Netherlands, following which this article was written 
http://voiceproject.org/post_news/dutch-students-artfully-supporting-hong-kongs-peace-democracy-activists/   
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EXA group  
A women refugee group in Hong Kong ran in the spring and summer of 2015, using different 
means of art (i.e. movement, poetry, and drawing), and interdisciplinary artmaking as a form 
by which to acquire knowledge. The group was facilitated by an interdisciplinary group of 
practitioners in cooperation with The Vine Community Services Limited (VCSL).  
 
Fieldwork in Nepal  
I will draw upon extensive fieldwork done in Nepal in 2007 and 2008. In Nepal I worked in 
Rukum (one of the mid-western hill districts, also known as the Maoist heartland), one of the 
areas most affected by the civil war from 1996-2006. Here, in close connection with 
(International) Non-Governmental Organizations, I performed research to assess the conflict 
impact on rural communities.  The informal women groups which I organized or was part of 
have been key to learning how to connect with and work through community and personal 
issues caused by the Nepali war by means of dancing and music. In appendix XII, ‘Rukum 
district profile’, I relate the specifics of the research setting in Nepal; photos are also included. 
In the section below, ‘research participants’, I expound on the research population data of 
the people I interacted with in Nepal. 
This encounter with Nepal, its people and its culture, supported me in connecting with the 
Nepali refugee women in Hong Kong who were part of my PhD case study group, and in 






3.6 Research participants  
 
There were two instances of research data collection, making the research longitudinal. The 
first moment of data intake was undertaken in Nepal itself, short after the signing of the 
Comprehensive Peace Accord.  In the table below, the background of the people interviewed 
is portrayed. Besides the interviews (semi-structured questionnaire), participant 
observation, focus groups and action research methods were used to gather data.    
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Participating in this research were five practitioners, trained in dance movement therapy, 
expressive arts therapy or similar approaches. I selected practitioners with an interest in 
cross-culturalism and whose work over the years has developed in a way that is close the 
Life/Art Process (Tamalpa Institute method). The primary focus of the Life/Art Process is on 
working with movement. Secondarily, they use drawing, poetry, voice work and nature as 
sources for inquiry and transformation. I followed the five practitioners over a longer period 
of time, held interviews, informal talks and gatherings and witnessed their work. 
Beside the five practitioners, I interviewed and, if possible, witnessed the work of 
practitioners who use non-verbal approaches in therapy (mostly focused on working with 
conflict-affected or traumatized people) globally, depending on where my academic or 
artistic work took me. This was over a time span of 6 years, beginning in 2010.  
Another group of participants in the research were the refugee women’s group in Hong Kong 
and the team running it. The refugee women mainly included women from Nepal, but also 
from Sri Lanka and different African countries. The pilot group started in the beginning of 
May through the end of June 2015, and the follow-up group started in the beginning of 2016. 
When referring to the people part of the workshops conducted, the individual sessions, or 
the refugee women’s group, I will use the term ‘dancers’. The team running the refugee 
women’s group included professionals from different fields: a music and Dalcroze teacher, a 
social worker, a dance movement therapist and an expressive arts trainer. Hong Kong/China 
and the Netherlands joined forces in the team, with three Hong Kong originating 
practitioners, of whom one was trained in Europe, and myself (originating from and trained 
in Europe).    
Already in the preparation phase, our Hong Kong – Netherlands team, seemed an interesting 
case study to research the adaptations needed in order to ‘culturally sensitize’ expressive 
arts therapy. We noticed, for example, our differences in terms of communication, and in our 
expectations.  
Finally, I would include myself as a ‘participant’ of research, as an expressive arts practitioner 
and person/artist going through transformation while working on this project. Some of the 
more creative reflections come from my own experiences related to working with the 
refugee women, and related to an artistic exchange project with Hong Kong and the 
Netherlands entitled ‘reinventing home’, that ran parallel to the trajectory of my PhD. The 
following are the personal/reflective questions asked in the creative explorations:   
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• How did the locality I was raise in, with its particular history, leave a cartography on     
              my body landscape? 
• What does ‘authenticity’ mean in relation to the topic of identity, transformation,  
              and homecoming? 
• Which parts inside myself left their ‘mother/land’ too early and were not nurtured  
   to full expression, and how can I creatively engage and nurture these ‘refugee’  
  parts inside myself? 
• How did living and working with people from other cultures work as a ‘mirror’, a  
    strong mechanism of deep deconstruction, and how did this encounter also offer  
  possibilities and inspiration for reconstructing closer to ‘home’? 
Taking into account that the studio or outdoor work environment is seen as the research 
laboratory in expressive arts therapy (McNiff 1998: 24), the personal creative reflections 
serve the purpose of 1) bracketing and making a distinction between my own process and 
that of the refugee women I worked with, 2) deepening my understanding of the themes 
addressed in this PhD.  
 
3.7 Conclusions 
In this chapter I have laid out the methodological framework used to operationalize the 
research questions. Phenomenology, performativity, the inquiry based practice, art based 
research, and the life/art process were discussed. The phenomenological research approach 
was chosen because the entire research (question) is based on the participant’s and 
therapist’s immediate and lived experiences. The premise for phenomenological research is 
that our personal experiences are in their essence something that can be shared with others. 
The phenomenological concern is with the nature of the experience itself, a general 
structural description (Valle & Halling 1989: 48). When taking a phenomenological approach 
to understanding human existence, art based research provides a more concrete framework 
of the ‘how to’ by proposing to use artistic inquiry to understand a personal experience in 
relation to the inner environment of a person and outer environment they are part of.   
Faire highlights that a reliance predominately on the Evidence-Based-Practice (with its 
current emphasis on scientific/medical methodologies within the therapy field) can create 
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an imbalance in which other sources of wisdom tend to be invalidated, “the artistic, non-
rational intuitions  […] need to be balanced in human centered disciplines with an Inquiry-
Based-Practice underpinned by valuing ‘Not-knowing’ ” (2002). Engaging in creative artistic 
self-expression or receptive arts contemplation takes us into “an alternative experience of 
worlding” in which our everyday reality and “way of knowing the world can be suspended” 
(Knill 2000: Faire 2012). The researcher tolerates the ‘not knowing’ and trusts that the 
“creative flow of images, music, movement, poetry and storytelling will evolve into 
recognizable patterns of meaning that bring together and integrate primary processes with 
cognitive thinking” (Austin & Forinash 2005: 460).   
To realize the methodological framework (which includes phenomenology, art based 
research, and inquiry based practice) expressive arts and arts improvisation will be utilized. 
The Life/Art Process is a particular way of practicing expressive arts. The method was 
invented by the dance and expressive arts therapy pioneers Anna and Daria Halprin, and 
focuses on movement, imagery, poetry, rituals and working in nature. I have shown how 
there are links to ancient ways of healing, such as shamanism. Trauma leads to a complex 
series of psychosomatic symptoms that cannot be understood or treated based on a 
biomedical framework of cause and effect, a linear process of pathogen-illness and treatment 
(Gopalkrishnan 2013: 124, Mino and Lert 2005).  The Life/Art Process is focused on power 
sharing between the therapist and ‘dancer’ and, as in the ancient ways of healing, a holistic 
approach to wellbeing and health which “enables the survivors of trauma to create a visual 
dialogue and thereby resolve conflict, develop personal strengths and heal their invisible 










CHAPTER 4 ‘Context: Nepal’ 
 
Introduction 
The previous chapters have expounded on how this research focuses on the encounter 
between expressive arts and the local setting (Hong Kong) with a specific target group (Nepali 
war-traumatized women). In this chapter, I will provide a synopsis of the Nepalese Civil War 
(1996-2006) (4.1) and its effect on the population, including internal displacement and 
migration. A more extensive overview of the social political background of Nepal and the 
conflict (impact) can be found in appendix XI.  In 4.2, I will reflect on the push factors for why 
the women and their families leave Nepal. Amidst the discussion on historical developments 
and political changes, the Nepali women and their situation will always be at the center of 
the writing.  
 
In short, this chapter, along with appendix XI, reflect on how macro-level political changes 
and differences in background affect the vulnerability of the Nepali women as a 
heterogeneous category. I will argue that the civil war had both positive and negative effects 
on the lives of the Nepali women. On the one, hand the Maoist philosophy of gender equality 
and the absence of men in the war made the women engage more in community groups and 
take the role of head of the household more often. On the other hand, the war added to their 
vulnerability in terms of food security, livelihoods, and access to housing (displacement). I 
also argue that two moments of data collection (in 2007/2008 and between 2012-2016: 
longitudinal research) support building an expressive art therapy framework that connects 
to the needs of the Nepali women who fled to another place.  
 
To understand the Nepali women’s lives and the challenges they face as refugees in Hong 
Kong, we first need to their look into their background. Nepali women cannot be approached 
as a single category; many factors, like caste, religion and access to resources, affect their 
level of vulnerability and how they perceive themselves during and after the war.  To give 
three examples, during an assessment of conflict affectedness in the Nepali districts Rukum 
and Rolpa, I noticed that the women who were not originally from the village but had married 
into it were often excluded and had fewer resources to bear and brave the impact which the 
conflict had on their lives. The second example comes from an informal interview held at the 
end of 2007 in the Rukum district, and indicates how the conflict affected women’s 
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vulnerability and status75:  
Many young females from this village are raped and later on married far away. No one 
wanted them anymore here. We said to each other that they were “polluted”.  
Nepal is no exception in this perspective; the State of the World Population Report (UNFPA 
2015: 48) notes “when earthquakes, cyclones, floods, violence and war force people out of 
their homes and communities, many seek safety in refugee and displacement camps, 
temporary shelters, make shift houses, spontaneous settlements, urban slums, evacuation 
centers and transit sites. Risk factors for gender-based violence are often found in many of 
these settings”.   
 
In Nepal, stories were shared with me about the Maoist rhetoric on gender equality and the 
participation of Nepali women on one of the sides (government army or the Maoist ‘People’s 
liberation Army’) that affected the way in which women participated in society and how they 
viewed themselves.  My statistical data produced in 2007/2008 also indicated this change. 
 
Villagers narrated about one ‘brave lady’ who provided protection for others in times of 
danger. When the police came she said: “there are no Maoist here, so go back. You first have 
to shoot me and only then you can go up to look for other villagers (suspected Maoist)”. And 
the police would leave.  
 
These examples show that the particular situation and status of women in Nepal cause them 
to have difference experiences of the conflict and aftermath. This, I expect, also influences 
their ethics and the challenges they face when making a home in a new place.  
   
 
  
                                                      
75.   Throughout this chapter I include data collected in 2007/2008 and collected between 2012 and 2016.  
The reasons for including ‘older’ data (both empirical as well as secondary sources) is that the writer wanted  
to show what the situation was right after the civil war ended. 
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4.1. Nepal’s civil war 
 
In Nepal, the inequality between the feudalist minority and the marginalized majority is a 
political issue that has been there for centuries. It was this issue that the Communist Party, 
when established in 1949, chose as their first and foremost political agenda item. The Royal 
family and its supporters were portrayed by the Communists as the upholders of feudalism. 
From 1992 to 1996 the political tensions between the Monarchy and its supporters, the pro-
democratic parties, and the United Communist Party of Nepal- the Maoists (UCPNM), 
increased, and in 1996 the UCPNM called for the “people’s war”, which started in the Mid-
Western Hills of Nepal. The UCPNM intended to abolish the feudal forces that were, 
according to them, responsible for the multiple forms of oppression in the Nepalese society. 
Between 1996 and 2001 this civil war expanded throughout the country. Violent 
confrontations between the People’s Liberation Army (PLA) of the UCPNM and the 
government security forces continued until 2006. Then the UCPNM joined mainstream 
politics, and in November of that same year the Comprehensive Peace Accords (CPAs) were 
signed.   
 
The civil war led to intense human suffering; families and communities were torn apart, 
critical infrastructure was destroyed, the economy heavily affected and the violent 
confrontations caused over 13,000 fatal casualties.76 “It also caused economic disruption and 
placed hardships on the local population. These devastating consequences have led experts 
to rank Nepal’s ‘People’s War’ as one of the most intense civil conflicts in the world in recent 
times” (Menon & van de Meulen 2015: 51; Murshed and Gates 2005). Political turmoil has 
continued to torment Nepal, and the instability that negatively affected the country’s 
preparedness for the earthquake that happened in April 2015. The State of the World Report 
Shelter from the Storm (published by the United Nations Population Fund) reports that there 
are no official numbers, but counselors and others involved in humanitarian response in 
Nepal observed a ‘dramatic increase’ in sexual and domestic violence against women since 
the earthquake (2015: 50). Trafficking has also been reported in the aftermath of recent 
disasters in Nepal (Burke, 2015) and the Philippines (Inter-cluster Coordination Group for the 
Humanitarian Country Team, 2014) (UNFPA 2015: 52). By February 2015, The International 
                                                      
76. Since the beginning of the open conflict period (February 1996) until the end of December 2006, there have 
been 13,347 fatal casualties, 8377 caused by the government security forces and 4970 caused by violence of the 
UCPNM. Source: http://www.inseconline.org/hrvdata/Total_Killings.pdf 
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Displacement Monitor Centre estimates that up to 50,000 people remain internally displaced 
by armed conflict. This number is based on IDP figures reported by UNHCR in its Global 
Appeal 2013 (UNHCR, 2013).77  
 
Figure 4: UN Conflict Impact on Local Government 
 
                                                      
77. No other reliable sources are available. The figure does not include people displaced by separatist and criminal 
violence in the central Terai region where thousands are believed to have fled their homes since 2007-2008 





4.2 The consequences of Nepal’s crises on women’s lives 
 
By 2015 Nepal had become a country whose population was hit by both a civil war and 
natural disaster. The map “Conflict impact: shows the measured conflict affectedness on 
local government presence for the different districts. The map indicates that Rukum and 
Rolpa, the district where I resided and enacted my research, is among the most affected 
areas. Let me share a story to show the consequences of the politicization and the violence 
used by the UCPNM to gain control over the local population and the security forces 
searching among the local population for Maoist supporters:  
 
Where I went for protection during the war? To the trees [points at a tree 50 meter away 
from her house], so no one could find me. They [the trees] are my friends [laughs]. 
Sometimes I spent more than two days in the trees without any food. I also learned how to 
sleep up there [in the tree]. [Turns to me with a frightened look and asks:] are they coming 
back, the Maoists and the Army? (citation of an anonymous elderly female respondent from 
one of Rukum’s VDC, not the lady in the image).    
 
For this woman, trust was an issue, and the war had lowered the respect for elderly people 
as “they are useless, that is what the Maoists told us. They cannot fight”. She had learnt 
throughout the war that “I am by myself”. Whether that means she had become more of a 
head of the household, and climbed the ladder of gender relation assessments, I leave to 
you as a reader to decide.  
   
Effects of war on women’s ethics & processing of loss  
By 2001, the ‘rag-tag’ guerrilla forces were converged in the People’s Liberation Army (PLA) 
(ICG 2007: 13). The strength of the PLA was difficult to indicate during the war; the Maoist 
claim that they have 30,000-armed guerrilla in seven divisions, which is probably 
exaggerated. Some military experts are cautious, suggesting a range of core fighters 
anywhere from 5,000 to 8,000 or so (ICG 2005: 8). The truth most likely lies somewhere in 
the middle. A survey conducted by the National Commission on Women (2003) estimated 
that about 40 per cent of the combatants in the UCPNM army were women (UNFP 2007: 
70). There are no exact numbers about the inclusion of children (boys and girls under 18) in 
the PLA. Most sources indicate that 30 percent of the UCPNM militia and army consisted of 
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children.78 The children are used “as cannon fodder, human shields and in direct combat 
with the government security forces; as messengers, cooks, informers, mine planters and 
porters; and for other activities” (Watchlist 2005: 37).  
 
 
I also interviewed the president of the ‘conflict affected Maoist group’ in Rukum VDC and 
discovered they applied a similar strategy as the “revolutionary ladies”: the harder they 
were hit, the more determination arises to not give up. “Our sons and daughters are killed. 
Our whole household will fight until the king is out of the country. If one member of the 
family has been killed, we will not stop”. I initially thought this would be a group that 
helped each other process the grief caused by loss, but it seemed to be more about 
stimulating political engagement. The group started in Rukum headquarters in 2003 and 
moved to the village level in 2006. In the particular village where I held my interview, the 
group had 9 members. Beside the groups at village level, there are also neighborhood 
committees: “These are for all the villagers that lost someone in the war on behalf of the 
Maoists”. Visiting the group and spending time with them gave me insight into the effect 
the war had on their psychological wellbeing: “before the war they told small children not 
to cry otherwise someone will take you. During the war they told them not to cry otherwise 
the police will take you. Children have grown up with the war so they know what it is and 
                                                      
78.  Report in South Asia Intelligence Review, “Nepal: Arming the Children,” March 2004. 
Interview with ‘revolutionary ladies’  
 
At the end of 2007 I visited two ‘revolutionary women’, as they called themselves.  
They were part of Akhil Nepal Mahil Sangh (Akhil Nepal women’s committee), a group that 
fights for women’s rights, and which indicates that they are not linked to politics. In 1995, 
the war started, and A-Ne-Ma connected to the Maoist party because “the Maoists fight 
for equality of women”.1  By the time I interviewed them (end 2007) they were still active 
for the Maoists. They expounded that women and men were treated the same by the 
Maoists, if they accepted softer treatment they would get ‘de-promotion’.   
 
The ladies also mentioned: We were fighting against trafficking and for monogamy instead 
of polygamy. Girls should go to school and be paid equal, and have property rights”. 
Nowadays people give property to women. We used to hold programs to learn about 
property rights and Maoist men also give their daughters property. The younger lady 
stated about the older lady I interviewed “In the war she moved with Maoist workers; ‘the 
children’, and inspired them.” The elderly lady: “They should fight for freedom of the 
villagers, new Nepal. You have an obligation to fight in the name of the martyrs who died”.  
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they are all scared for the police”. While the main focus seemed to be on politics and 
revolutionary ideas, there were also instances where the group played a role in individual 
and collective processing of loss:  
 
In the village everyone supports us, now and in the war. When our children were killed, the 
villagers said ‘It is our son that is killed’. They would put thieka’s on the body.  
In one village six people were killed. There was no possibility to bury the people properly 
because of security reasons. After this incident the members of the Conflict Affected Maoists 
buried them and said ‘we are your mothers and fathers and we support you”.   
Not long ago, a Janawadi fair was held in the school on behalf of the victims of the Maoist 
party in the war. 
The villagers have called the taps, the forests, and one village after specific Maoist martyrs. 
One forest has the name “Martyrs forest” for all the martyrs in general. 
Beside this politics related group, there were also informal women’s groups initiated by the 
villagers, or by INGO’s such as GTZ, or NGO’s such as Rukmeli Samajh. I participated in these 
groups for the time I lived in the village. The ladies sang, danced, and shared about their 
daily burdens. Incidentally, deeper issues were also discussed.  
 
Crisis and its effect on gender relations 
In terms of the effect of conflict and natural disaster on the women’s lives, the State of The 
World Report (2015:21) highlights the direct and indirect impact of crises on the women. 
Some of the direct impacts outlined are 1) higher likelihood to be an internally displaced 
person or a refugee 2) gender-based violence: being subjected to rape, trafficking and 
prostitution, forced pregnancies and marriages. Indirect impact on women mentioned is 
reproductive health problems, women’s reproductive and care-giving roles under stress, 
changed labor market participation from death of family member to “added (female) worker 
effect”, higher incidence of domestic violence, possibility for greater political participation, 
and women’s increased economic participation due to changing gender roles during the 
conflict.  
The State of the World report also shows that crises often lead to changes in gender relations, 
as was outlined in the previous paragraph of this chapter. The report indicates that ”crises 
often lead to changes in gender relations within the family, which in turn can increase the 
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risk of intimate partner violence. These changes are especially prominent in displacement 
settings (UNFPA, 2010). While men face unemployment, the loss of their livelihoods, idleness 
and frustration, women may assume breadwinning responsibilities. As the preferred 
recipients of food aid, they may face new opportunities previously unavailable through 
programs offered by humanitarian organizations (International Rescue Committee, 2015). 
This shift may lead to a “crisis of identity” among some men (Anderlini, 2010).  Inflicting 
violence against their partners, as well as children, is seen by some men as a means to 
reassert their power, dominance and masculinity. Feelings of stress, loss, boredom and 
frustration among men in displacement settings may also lead to alcohol and drug abuse and 
other negative coping mechanisms. These in turn fuel intimate partner violence.  Beside the 
heightened chances on intimate partner contact, there is also a “dramatic increase” in sexual 
and domestic violence against women since the crisis (earthquake) (UN Women, 2015). 
 
Although it was too soon after the signing of the peace accords to research the effect of the 
war on gender relations, what I did find in 2007/2008 in Nepal was a slight increase in female-
headed households, because of the absence of men, or men who changed their opinion 
about women. This research observation underlines that last comment:  
 
When I [the researcher] went to look for the head (male) of the UPVC and did not exactly 
know where his house was located, I first ran into a lady whom I asked “who is the head of 
this household”, where after she answered, “I am”. Then the head of the UPVC came from the 
fields behind the house, and he appeared to be her husband. And while I interviewed him later 
on, I asked, “Who is the head of this household” and he answered, “we both are”.  
There was also an influx of women participating in community groups, either initiated by 
INGO’s or by the Maoists. In case of the Maoist led groups, the influx of women participating 
did not always happen voluntarily:  
 
Women that started groups or spoke in public were not seen as good women.   [December 
2007] women go to community meetings and speak. They are not shy anymore.  
 
The following narrative of an ex-PLA female combatant confirmed that the UCPN-M utilized 
cultural programs, propaganda (i.e. promises about development facilities), and 
physical/verbal violence to recruit people. 
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When I was 14 years old I took part in a cultural program of the CPN-UML in the Khalanga, 
and the Maoists noticed me. Soon after that [in 2004] the Maoists came to my house and 
took me with them. It was because I was with another party [UCPN-UML] and because I was 
good in dancing and singing. They [the UCPN-M] could use my singing and dancing in their 
cultural program. They [the CPN-M] told me it was only temporarily and that I had to make 
roads for them, but they took me to training. The training was about how to recruit other 
kids. We [the respondent and her friend] were sent to schools in lots of villages in Rukum and 
Salyan [that is a neighboring district of Rukum]. We had to make promises to the students 
like ‘the Maoists will do good things. Good days will come when you work for the party’. And 
we had to tell the kids that we only wanted them to become ‘Maoist people’ [UCPN-M party 
members or workers], but for real [in reality] they were recruited for the Maoist army [the 
PLA]. Lots of students listened and went with us. [During the informal chat afterwards she 
also said that the CPN-M beat her and forced her to take part in the PLA. This caused her to 
decide to flee, and for a period of two to three years she hid from the UCPN-M in several 
neighboring districts. She did not dare to come back because the UCPN-M said to her parents 
‘if she comes back we will cut off her hands and legs’].  
 
There seemed to be a gap between the narratives and ideology and the reality of everyday 
life regarding the change of gender patterns. The UCPN-M ideology that strived to empower 
women in the position of authority was not internalized by all into intra-household relations. 
The table below shows who played the role of the ‘head of the household’ throughout the 





The rhetoric of male villagers indicated they were more open to women participating in 
village groups and community meetings. However, in reality, the women participating in 
groups did not let their voices be heard very often. And in bigger community meetings, there 




The first photo is of a ‘village mapping exercise’ in Ghetma VDC, Rukum district. Where we 
looked at the location of public services and resources in relation to how the population was 
spread. The second image is of the first annual VDC meeting in Jipu VDC that was held since 
the CPAs were signed (December 2007). The new appointed VDC representative came from 
Khalanga, Rukums headquarter, to Jipu VDC to facilitate the meeting. It became a heated 
discussion. Besides me and my translator, there was only one women (a teacher) who 





On the day of the first VDC meeting after the end of the war in Jipu, I wrote the following in 
my researchers logbook:  
  
When the annual VDC meeting was held in November 2007 in Jipu, several women were 
sitting on the sides to watch. They only talked about family matters, their livestock and 
household tasks, but did not join the discussion. There was one female teacher who actively 
participated and asked the VDC secretary “why is there all this talking about women and men 
being equal?  The Development Committee did not send a letter of invitation to the women 
of this community only to the men”.  
 
This phenomena of women participating a bit more often, but not letting their voices be 
heard, was the situation for the community meetings as well as for the group gatherings. 
Below is an overview of the groups present and how the war affected their existence. The 
only groups where women were fully participating and speaking up were the groups for 




Group formation in Jipu VDC, Rukum 
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The war had a different effect on diverse groups of females. In the opening section of this 
paragraph, I expounded on the effect on elderly females. Married women who lost their 
husbands were another category. They suffered a high level of vulnerability. The quote below 
reflects the position of widows.   
 
 
Rukmeli Samajh, a local NGO focused on improving the situation for women, set up support 
groups and networks for widows. The image below is of a women’s focus group in Simli, 
Rukum district in 2007. Many of the women participating were part of the Rukmeli Samajh 
group which focused on informal education and income generating activities, as well as 
supporting the widows.  
 
 
In the summer of 2006 Rukmeli Samajha initiated a widow’s group in a village of VDC C which 
included eight women whose husbands fought in the PLA of the UCPN-M, or who worked as 
security force members. In the group, politics was not discussed; instead two common goals 
were created, namely working on a peaceful situation within the village and acquiring more 
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knowledge through informal education. In February 2007 the widow’s group turned into an 
informal education group, after which more women joined the group, and a second group 
was initiated. In August 2007 the six months of Nepali literacy training were completed and 
a third group was formed. While I held a focus group with one of the women groups, the 
women mentioned that the main activity of the group by that time was saving money.  
 
In terms of the effects of war on gender pattern and identity crisis in the house hold setting, 
my second intake of data in Hong Kong was helpful. The Nepali women participating in the 
first expressive arts therapy group I ran, I also visited in their homes. Whether or not 
domestic violence has been occurring as a consequence of a gender role shift after the war 
is not something one finds out at the start. The longer that I spent time with them and 
carefully listened to other stories in the community about these families, the clearer their 
situation became for me. In some cases, domestic violence was taking place, yet it was not 
clear whether this was caused by a shift in gender roles, or because of traumatization as a 
whole, in general leading to alcoholism and violent outbreaks. In the empirical chapters’, 
concrete stories of the Nepali women’s lives will be shared in relation to the topic of conflict 
affectedness and their courageous attempts to create a new life and home base for 






I argued that the civil war had both positive and negative effects on the lives of the Nepali 
women. On the one hand, the Maoist philosophy of gender equality and the absence of men 
in the war made the women engage slightly more in community groups, and more frequently 
take the role of head of the household. During the first intake of data in 2007/2008 this 
improvement was, however, more present in rhetoric than in practice. On the other hand, 
the war added to their vulnerability in terms of food security, livelihoods, and access to 
housing (displacement). This led to cases where Nepali women and their families sought 
refuge in other places, such as Hong Kong. The position of elderly women was negatively 
affected by the Maoist ideology.  Migrant and widowed women suffered a higher level of 
vulnerability, as they had challenges in being included into the post- war society. 
In the first empirical chapter, chapter 5, I will explore trauma and transformation from a 
personal perspective, knowledge, and understanding, which I will then use to move to 
chapter 6, which is about the Nepalese traumatized women, and chapter 7, which is about 
the expressive art therapists and their experience in relation to trauma transformation. 
However, before moving to the empirical chapters, I will explain why the empirical chapters 
are organized in a certain way. 
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Introduction to empirical chapters 
 
It is exactly the discontinuity, the disparities, the ruptures of history and memory that make 
trauma visible; these are the gifts handed to the next generation.  
(Levine 2009; Knill, Levine & Levine 2005; Kandell 2006; Herman 1997). 
 
The empirical chapters are organized in a somewhat alternative way. Not chronologically 
based on the timeline of research data collection, but along the chronological line of 
“transformation”. In the introduction ‘transformation’ was explained referring to ‘rites of 
passage’ (Van Gennep 1960; Turner 1969) and its three-part structure 
(separation/deconstruction, liminal period, re-assimilation/reconstruction). The reason the 
writer choose for this set up is creating space for ‘another’ understanding of human 
experience, and not to force people’s making sense of the world after trauma strikes to 
follow a controllable linear line of progress. As was explicated in the introduction of this 
dissertation, it is the piecing together of fragments and uncertainties, that transforms trauma 
into a space of insight, creating meaning of what is known and unknown, bridging the stories 
and images of history present in our implicit and explicit memory  (Levine 2009; Knill, Levine 
& Levine 2005; Kandell 2006; Herman 1997).   
In terms of writing and reflecting, chapter five (on separation), six (on liminality) and seven 
(on reconstruction) were written simultaneously while the research stories, drawing, dances 
were organized as in a curated exhibition. This allowed for a more fragmented and circular 
process of building, something that fits with the mechanisms of “making sense” of traumatic 
events. The underpinnings of this approach are based on Benjamin Walter’s dissertation of 
“history as a curation of fragmented stories” and the acknowledgement that traumatization 
lead to identity crisis, loss of meaning, and is stored in the implicit memory in the format of 
sensations and images. Traumatic memory does not have narrative capacity, nor can the 
brain rationalize about it or order it in a logic and linear process. Hence, understanding 
trauma should involve allowing memory to rise to the surface in the format of images, 
movement, and stories. Treating trauma then means repairing a ‘shattered structure as well 
as rebuilding one’s sense of self’ (Brinkman 2013: 209). This introduction chapter to the 
empirical chapters includes three sections a) Aim of the transformative “rites of passage 
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process” & the role of the therapist, b) chapter organization, c) paraphrasing the case studies 
on which the empirical writings are based.  
A. Aim of the transformative ‘rites of passage process’ & the role of the therapist  
 
Therapy aims at the restoration of a person to the ground of human existence, “to the 
experience of embodied being in the world with others”, hence, it can be seen as a ‘rite of 
restoration’. Its purpose is not to normalize clients but to restore their sense making of the 
world. A world of everyday, a meaningful totality we share with others, human suffering 
makes us fall out of leaving us with the experience of being alone in a meaningless world 
(Levine 2009: 44). 
The second phase of ‘rites of passage’ the liminal period is experienced as anxiety-provoking 
(Van Gennep 1960: 10) and rituals bear the function of “protecting the vulnerable individuals 
who are passing through them, and giving the others, the witnesses, a way of behaving in the 
presence of the instability in the social group that these changes would otherwise create” 
(Beels 2007: 427; Haywood: 80).  It was indicated that the therapist in this process becomes 
a witness/shaman in the ‘rites of passage – transition process’ of an individual or community, 
receiving the ‘newly dug up stories’, ‘the truth’ told as an active listener (Beels 2007: 427; 
Haywood: 80). Those listening to our story, (re-) acknowledge our existence and the value of 
our transformed lives, simply by listening and hearing (Levine & Levine 2011: 210- 227). 
Transformation starts to take place when the therapist/witness goes beyond showing he/she 
understood and received the story told through mirroring and empathic responses, to 
express how the story affected them. Such a response can take an aesthetic form, known as 
‘aesthetic response’, “in which my own experience of your story is given imaginative 
elaboration” (Knill, Barba and Fuchs 2004; Knill, Levine & Levine 2005: 68). An aesthetic 
response becomes an aesthetic intervention, when the therapist is able to help the individual 
or community to tell the story in a way that is more effective. 
When aiming to critically sensitize expressive arts therapy and research the potential role its 
practitioners might play or not play in a healing and transformation process, the concept of 
power should be addressed. In chapter two “theory”, the writer introduced Ian Parker 
deconstructive approach in relation to psychotherapy "the therapist has to be able to move 
up a level in their understanding of patterns of communication and see families [and 
individuals] as part of a network of meaning. Families [and individuals] reproduce images of 
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pathology that are present in the culture, and these images are held in place by patterns of 
meaning that are interlaced with patterns of power” (1999:6). Foucault’s work (1977 and 
1981) was also essential in the theoretical framework build to deconstruct power “Foucault 
has been valuable in pointing out that therapists are encouraged to think they are able to 
change things, however, they are part of a dense network: the psy-complex”. Parker in 
relation to this psy-complex indicates that psychologists systematically delude themselves 
about their power in this apparatus, making it difficult for them to develop a critical reflection 
on the role power plays in people’s experience of distress and their fraught relationships with 
professionals who are trying to help them (1999). The language used to frame the position 
of those who need help and those who are helped is deceptive (Gronemeyer 1992 in Parker 
page 9). A possible way out of this problematics was anticipated:  
 
1. Reading themselves into the problem 
The only way for therapists to tackle the problematic of trauma and psychotherapy, and 
admit its social/cultural construction and the role of power, is to read themselves into the 
problem, to go beyond one way mirroring, to analyse their pathology, and attempt to change 
patterns of communication that reproduce the psy-complex apparatus (Parker 1999:8). Or to 
dwell upon Levine’s wording “the time is ripe for a major change […] we must move from a 
society of victimization to one of creative action […] psychotherapy is in need to transform 
itself (2009:11). The transformation envisioned should address the assumptions 
underpinning traumatology and therapy, the power relations between the therapist and 
client, the need for a holistic and locally sensitized approached to trauma. 
In practical terms the researcher/therapist decided to read herself into the problem and 
where possible ask the interviewed (expressive art) therapists to do the same. Through the 
methodology of a/r/tography, the researcher documents and investigates her and 
artist/therapist interviewees practice of expressive arts therapy and art making, integrating 
their contiguous roles as artist/researcher/ teacher/therapist. Their personal stories and 
reflections are included in chapter five, six and seven.  
In choosing a/r/tography as the methodology of this dissertation, the author sought to 
engage in arts-based inquiry on my own and with artist/participants within this study to 
deepen my understanding of how art making and expressive arts therapy supports or does 
not support re-imaginings of life after trauma and the reinvention of a place/space and body 
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known as ‘home’. I have also seeking to explore the contiguous relationships between my 
multiple roles and identities as an a/r/t/t (artist, researcher, teacher, therapist).  
 
2. Representation  
When any kind of cultural and historic representation of our personal and collective identities 
is seen as a curation, power relations are addressed that are inherent to documentation and 
regeneration of conventional history presented as facts. Using the “curation-approach” 
challenges our understanding of a narrow minded, rationally controlled and explained 
human experience, and creates space for an alternative human experience.  
In relation to the aim to create space for an alternative human experience, the researcher 
decided to work as an artist researcher, and positions herself in between the “bricoleur and 
the engineer”; between structure and chaos, between looking at that what is at hand and 
creating with it and or inventing structures to come to new ways of understanding (Levi-
Strauss 1962). The bricoleur never starts – he is continuously working on ‘whatever is at 
hand’, or as Shaun McNiff puts it: "we work with what we have" (Mcniff 2004: 168). And thus 
this dissertation, these empirical chapters, can be thought of as: 
• A curation of expressive art therapy and war trauma data, that aim to represent both 
in content and in format what the role of the art (therapist) can be in the transformation 
process of (Nepali) women that suffered from war related trauma. The style of writing 
and presenting fragments of movement, poetry, images and analysis has the purpose 
to create a format that hopefully gives the reader the feeling their reading is like walking 
through an interactive exhibition. The writer hopes that when they arrive at the end of 
the empirical chapters they did not only gather knowledge about war-traumatized 
women, Nepal, Hong Kong and art therapy, but they somatically and kinetically 
experienced what it is to be traumatized, a refugee and/or a searcher for their 
“mother/land”. 
• A living document; the ideas and renderings throughout this document are not final 
outcomes or finite statements about the target population in relation to the research 
questions or of how art-making supports redefining one’s identity through art. Instead, 
the process and findings shared “offer a standing invitation to the reader(s), [to the 
refugee women to the artists and therapists involved] and to myself as an a/r/tographer 
to continue a ‘living inquiry’ process, one that calls for the on-going contemplation of 
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the images and writing within this text as well as the creation of art and writing in 
response to this text.” (Leake 2012: 5).  
 
 
B) Chapter organization 
If knowing is discontinuous and history is not a chronological whole story but a fragmented 
curation (Arend 2007), research methodology from a ‘positivist’ world view might not be 
appropriate for certain questions (Strauss 1962; Faire 2012). Working with those taken too 
early from their mother/land, it seems relevant and necessary to take an approach that 
acknowledges the fragmentation of memory, and the storing of stories as imagines and 
sensations (Erni 2012; Gopalkrishnan 2013: 119). Expressive arts and the Inquiry based 
practice lend themselves for such a research focus, because a dialogue is created between 
the: Ordered (Apollonian)/Chaotic (Dionysian), Conscious/Unconscious, L-hemispheric / R- 
hemispheric, and Scientific-rational/artistic non rational. This dialogue is made visible in the 
blend of analysis, stories and other creative processing in chapter five, six and seven.  
Chapter 5 is entitled ‘Voices of Deconstruction’ and gives voice to the first phase of 
transformation: separation and deconstruction. It starts with personal stories and analyses 
of the researcher on ‘loss, grief and separation’, chaos and liminality. This based on e.g. a 
long term injury process that made me (partly) immobile, multiple relational losses in 2013 
and during other periods between 2010-2016. The researcher decided to start with analysing 
her own pathology regarding loss, liminality and reconstruction, as to better understand the 
dynamics of separation, deconstruction, and the stories of the refugee women and 
expressive arts therapist later on.  
Chapter 6 is entitled ‘Delving in Liminality’ and expounds mainly on the second phase of a 
rites of passage process, liminality. Anthropologist Edith Turner (2012) calls liminality “a 
doorway stage” or a “time of process in action” that is generative in nature (p. 168). It 
includes reflections on the topic from the Nepali women I worked with (2007/2008 in Nepal 
and 2015-2016 in Hong Kong). More specifically, it explores the separation from the life they 
had before trauma struck, their liminal process, of being between homes & countries, 
between having lost their old status, role and the identity related to it and building up a new 
sense of identity and being in this world. For the ‘Nepali women’ in this inquiry, the shaping 
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of the performance ritual and the vernissage was an emergent, active process that generated 
creative ways of attending to their “betwixt and between” state of being (Turner 2012: 2). 
Chapter 7, ‘reinventing home’, is on the third phase of the transformation ‘rites of passage’ 
process: re-assimilation/reconstruction. ‘reinventing home’ does not, in the first place, refer 
to constructing a new physical home but to creating a space/place that we associate with as 
‘home’. A place/space where people experience a connecting to self, others and the 
surrounding. The chapter includes stories and analyses of ‘reinventing home’ based on 
interviews held and participatory observations done related to expressive arts therapists 
active in their profession.   
 
C) Case Studies 
The empirical data is collected, analyzed and shaped into chapters based on four case studies. 
These case studies and the methods used where explicated in chapter 3 ‘Methodology’. 
Below I paraphrase the case studies in visuals with short headers, to give the reader a quick 













CHAPTER 5  
 
‘Voices of deconstruction’ 
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CHAPTER 5 ‘Voices of deconstruction’ 
Introduction 
The chapter is entitled ‘Voices of Deconstruction’ referring to the first phase of a rites of 
passage process, the deconstruction phase. The chapter gives voice to the experience of loss, 
grief and transformation of the author. Personal experiences are shared related to the first 
stage of the ‘rites-de-passage’ transformation process; deconstruction.   
  
As indicated in the first three chapters of this dissertation the ontological underpinnings of 
therapy and our ‘human self-concept’ are challenged, which leaves little room for 
understanding traumatic experiences. Trauma victims seem unable to remember or shape 
traumatic events. Explicated was that a Foucauldian approach regarding the therapist-client 
relationship would be taken. The Foucauldian approach speaks of a top-down apparatus with 
policies that act under the guise of ‘protect and serve’, and language that frames the clients 
as helpless victims need of a therapist to find healing. The author concluded that the only 
way for therapists to tackle the problem of trauma and psychotherapy, and admit its 
social/cultural construction and the role of power, is to read themselves into the problem, to 
go beyond one-way mirroring, to analyze their own pathology, and attempt to change 
patterns of communication that reproduce the psy-complex apparatus. The latter is done for 
the transformation process by including the author’s creative and analytic reflections while 
she analyzes her own pathology in the deconstruction process. The deepening understanding 
of loss, grief, and what it means to be a ‘refugee’, will be taken forward while collecting data 
and writing chapter six and seven about the refugee situation in Hong Kong, traumatization 
and attempts to move forward.      
In 5.1 “In Utero”, at the center are, the effect of the environment we are conceived, carried 
and birthed in. The leading question of this section is ‘What are the losses before entering 
this world and how do they affect the potential chance we are going through life as a 
refugee?’Section 5.2 “This body is not mine” looks at both physical losses and the loss of 
loved ones during our life time and the identity questions and feelings of exclusion that may 
arise. In subchapter 5.3 , entitled “The living dead”, metaphorically, the dichotomy of “death” 
while “being fully alive” is explored. The following line of thought is taken as a point of 
departure: “If we do not know what it means to be fully alive, and to exist, how can we 
possibly reflect on ‘non-existence”. As such, “the living dead” is about researching, which 
parts of our bodies and souls have not come to life yet, or shut down after an intense 
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experience to enter a state of seemingly “non-existence”. In terms of time line, 5.1 addresses 
my own observations regarding 2010/11, 5.2 contain reflections on the analysis of my own 
pathology for the 2011-14 period and 5.3 goes into the 2015/16 period. Some conclusions 
made in 2016 contextualize the earlier observations  
 In 5.4, the three sub-sections are pulled together into an overall conclusion on 
“deconstruction and loss” as the first phase of transformation.  
 
5.1 In Utero 
 
Not long ago a movie was released “In Utero” which sheds light on the impact of the 
surroundings we are exposed to before we are born, when we reside in the womb. The movie 
starts with the following lines:   
 
In Utero life is not a paradise, as some people make us believe”, “This substance, which is the 
potential of a human being feels every little feeling that the mother feels. We are the receivers 
of all the happiness and difficulties of our parents. Human beings are affected by the 
environment, as soon as they have an environment. That means, as soon as they are planted 
in the womb.79   
 
In Utero is not the only recently released film on the topic. Another film in the same category 
is “The Nine Months that Made You”. This film, released in 2011, is introduced with the 
following lines: “It turns out that a time you can't remember - the nine months you spend in 
the womb - could have a more lasting effects on you today then your lifestyle or genes”. 
Professor David Barker, a British researcher with a long trajectory of research experience on 
the “in utero” topic, provides the theoretical backbone of the film. Although most of his 
reasoning is focused on the “in utero” effects regarding the constitution of the body and 
chances of developing sickness, some of it is focused on the psychological effects of the social 
emotional climate of our time in the womb. Much of our mental, physical ability and health 
is already written and determined before we are born. In The Body Keeps Score, of Bessel van 
der Kolk he describes how there are two camps and a lot of controversy regarding 
                                                      
79 In Utero, http://www.inuterofilm.com/, last retrieved May 2016 
160 
‘developmental trauma’ and the effects of on adverse early childhood (2014: 151). 
Developmental Trauma Disorder (DTD) is not included in the Diagnostic Statistics Manual 
(DSM-V) consequently affecting the amount of research done, and available treatment and 
funding. In response, Dr. Bessel van der Kolk addressed this need by setting up the Trauma 
Center with the help of thousands of clinicians who collected money and started a large 
scientific DTD study  (Van Der Kolk 2015: 168).   
 
Barker wanted to show, 16 years ago, that it is not just your genes but the nine months in 
the womb that “make you you”; something that was proven by manipulating the 
environment of animals in the womb. He started to collaborate with Dutch scientists, like 
biologist Dr. Tessa Roseboom. While it was impossible to manipulate the environment for 
pregnant women, like was done for animals, history created opportunities to research his 
question. In 1944, when the Nazi’s retreated in the Netherlands, they left devastation behind. 
Barely any food was left and a period started that is known as the ‘hunger winter’; 5 months 
of famine. Roseboom collected 2,414 birth records from hospitals in Amsterdam of people 
born during the ‘hunger winter’. People born in this time were interviewed in their homes 
and invited to the clinic for measurements. Roseboom found that the people conceived or 
born in the hunger winter, had higher blood pressure and cholesterol levels as well as heart 
disease, breast cancer and diabetes. This was true even when the famine only lasted the first 
twelve weeks of the pregnancy. When taking the siblings, with the same genes and raised in 
the same environment, as a control group; the effect still holds.   
  
In short, Roseboom reasons that because of the way human beings grow, the nine months 
of formation in the womb  will also impact future generations.  It is not just one child’s 
building bricks that are made in the womb. During the Dutch hunger winter, Roseboom’s 
grandmother was pregnant. “The egg that Roseboom grew from was already there, created 
inside Tessa’s mother’s body when she was an unborn baby inside Roseboom’s 
grandmother”. Genes cannot change by the food we eat, but nutrition can switch our genes 
on or off. In this way famine and other hardships affects not only the unborn babies but also 
the generations after. Roseboom points out “when we think of what makes us unique, we do 
not tend to think of life before birth, but we are finding out that life before birth is shaping 
who are and who we become”. Understanding what happens to us before we are born holds 
the promise of not just discovering how to live longer, but also healthier and happier.  
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In sum, the film ‘The nine months that made you’ questions: How does our past affect our 
future, considering the fact that people are conceiving, carrying and birthing children under 
increasingly stressed conditions. Stress that played out in one generation also affects the next 
generation. Our early development sets up our constitution and our vulnerability to negative 
effects of hardship (Van der Kolk 2015: 82-86). As an infant, when our social engagement 
center (VVC) is stimulated and  caregivers respond positively to our emotional arousal, the 
foundation is laid for all social behavior (ibid: 86). Think of the effect of the last two lines, in 
conjunction with the theory chapter that mentioned wars have changed in nature, from a 
distant battlefield far away at the frontline, to civil wars and identity struggles in our streets.  
In this way “an adult trauma is really a fetal trauma”; this has been the missing piece for a 
long time when researching the root causes of people’s reactions to hardship and the 
development of psychological complaints.80  
 
Interesting are the   reflections of Jean-Martin Charcot, Pierre Janet and Sigmund Freud; 
some of the pioneers in neurology and psychiatry that discovered that trauma was at the 
root of hysteria. Hysteria comes from the Latin ‘hystericus’, ‘of the womb’, and the Greek 
‘hysterikos’, ‘of the womb, suffering in the womb’. 81 It was believed that women started to 
suffer from hysteria when her womb stayed empty and anger would rage in the body as a 
consequence of it. Hysteria included a wide array of symptoms, like sexual desire, irritability, 
‘tendency to cause trouble’. Today female hysteria no longer is a medical diagnosis. However, 
the ‘womb’, in relation to psycho-somatic complaints, that might nowadays be identified as 
‘trauma’ and earlier as ‘hysteria’, seems highly relevant to reflect on. Recent findings and 
continuous research regarding the effects of our time ‘in the womb’ as an unborn child on 
the later vulnerability to develop trauma.79 Some of this research highlights that those 
diagnosed with PTSD might in fact suffer from Developmental Trauma. 
 
Pre-natal experiences happen to us during a time when we cannot express ourselves verbally. 
We undergo these experience in a period when we experience things somatically, and 
movement is the way in which we express ourselves. In the theory chapter I quoted Levine’s 
work regarding reenacting (internally in our mind, or externally on the stage of everyday life) 
whatever our implicit memory did not process and neutralize well and I would like to extend 
                                                      
80. The Nine Months That Made You, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Lr01GhLiFkc, last retrieved April 2016 
81. Online Etymology Dictionary. Retrieved: August 2016 
http://www.etymonline.com/index.php?term=hysterical 
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his claims to include our pre-natal experiences. These deep lying memories, like the trauma 
we are exposed to, that affects us during our life-time, have no narrative capacity. 
Movement, sound and visual work provide space to bring subconscious experiences to the 
surface. The following supportive example is shared with me by a counselor colleague who 
did a genealogy map for one of the “continuous education courses”, she attended. Here, is a 
synopsis of her story:  
Marijke, Dutch counselor and nurse, 51 yrs.82  
 
Introduction 
I come from a “Zeeland” family, in the South West of the Netherlands; these people are known 
for bieng down to earth. I knew I had a brother who died right before I was conceived, as a 
young baby. But since we do not have the culture to talk about the past or feelings I did not 
know much more about my early years. 2011 I started a training on the Contextual approach 
to family therapy and individual psychotherapy, developed by Ivan Boszormenyi-Nagy.83 Not 
foreseen, nor expected in anyway, this training became the trigger for an intense 
intrapersonal voyage of several years. It is only in retrospect that I can see what I went 
through and have an idea on why things developed the way they did. During the training we 
visualized the people in the genealogy composition through theatrical roles. So the trainer 
could take, for example, the role of the mother or grandmother, etcetera. Looking at this 
summary of my family, there was a lot of trauma visible. This got to me and my trainer asked 
me if I was crying my mother’s tears over the loss of an earlier child and other hardships my 
mother experienced right before, during the conception, carrying and labor process. I thought 
this to be a rather strange question, but at the same time it made me curious.  
Liminality 
Within a month following the discussion with my trainer, I started to feel things moving deep 
within. I could neither describe it in words, nor understand it cognitively, but I did know it had 
something to do with what happened during the genealogy composition. The best description 
I could find at the time was that I was swimming underwater and besides these feelings, I 
could become emotional very easily. Drawing supported my process of expressing the feelings 
I had no words for, and slowly saw a connection. During these times of creative writing and 
drawing, I sometimes felt so much anxiety it made me stop. One of the drawings was an 
internal image of a heart with a black line around it, which I did not like at all, but I could not 
change it – no matter what I tried. Looking at it, I felt how sad, awful this environment was. 
What I found out later was that this environment was my mother’s womb and I was the heart. 
                                                      
82. Marijke is not her real name. 
83. This is a comprehensive model which integrates individual psychological, interpersonal, existential, systemic,   
and intergenerational dimensions of individual and family life and development. 
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Discharge and neutralization pre-natal traumatic memory  
A second image that arose in the process of drawing was that of God being present while I 
felt trapped as an infant in the womb. Somehow this image and drawing gave me strength 
and the feeling I could breathe. Now only the anxiety was left to deal with.  
 
One of the days the anxiety was intense, I woke up with arrhythmias at 2.10 am. With urgency 
I was taken to the hospital. It was about 4:45 AM when I felt as if a voice told me “another 
two hours and then it will be over”. I wondered if it was my own wishful thinking or if it was 
God protecting and calming me. Exactly 2 hrs later the heart-rate was normal. A few months 
later I made an ultrasound that showed no abnormalities or reasons for arrhythmias to 
appear.  
After this experience, I also started to have conversations with my mother and learnt she had 
arrhythmia during pregnancy as well as belly aches. Both would come up around 2 am and 
leave early morning, just like happened to me without knowing my mother’s conditions during 
the pregnancy. It was as if that night in the hospital my body shook off the electric energy it 
had held for 50 years.  
My mother also shared that she grieved during the pregnancy about the lost brother (a young 
baby). After the pregnancy, the arrhythmias stopped. She told me all she had been afraid of. 
How the event of my brother’s death had made her feel the fragility of life: if something so 
terrible could happen out of the blue, then. What was next?  She spontaneously started to tell 
how her being pregnant with me had been some kind of lifeline, giving her hope in the midst 
of it all. It really got to me that what I had been feeling, ‘seeing’ and what I had gone through 
physically, corresponded with my mother’s feelings and physical experience. I used to say to 
my husband long before this process started that the fact that I was so loved and desired had 
everything to do with his death. It felt like two sides of the same coin, which I could feel in 
every cell of my body. At the time I did not realize how true that was. By now, I can look at it 
standing on my own ground, but during the process there was a phase in which this became 
a strong existential question.   
 
Slowly but surely, I began to see what was going on. The whole process took me years, in 
which I started to see how my experiences in the womb, the start of my life, led to an 
unspoken/unconscious assignment as a child with certain patterns in behavior and later 
decisions in life. 
I really feel that all this could surface, because I wanted it to and was open to it.  
 
I talked to “Marijke” in 2015 during a walk in the Dutch woods. Slowly but steadily she shared 
her story as a friend, a colleague.  At that time she could not articulate the process as clearly 
as above. The fragments of memories, the creative writings and drawings she shared came 
with a sense of vulnerability. I shared some of my findings and how I worked on a sensory 
level with traumatology, where the body often gives impressions in the form of deep feelings, 
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sensations and drawings of something that wants to be heard but cannot be understood 
cognitively (yet). She experienced a release with feelings of recognition: “it gives me peace 
and hope to have context for the chaotic process I describe, and do not know how to go 
about at times. What you share about the relationship between bodily sensations, 
reenactment and the discharge of fight/flight energy locked up in my body regarding 
traumatization, helps me to understand that I have not just gone crazy at 50 years of age but 
that I am processing something that has been there for too long”. Some months after our 
walk in the woods, I asked her if she was willing to write her story down as part of my 
research, and she happily contributed.  
 
One thing that struck me in her writing was the sentence “the best description I could find at 
the time was that I was swimming underwater”, because it reminded me of a part in Peter 
Levine’s book In An Unspoken Voice: How the body releases trauma and restores goodness 
(2010). In chapter 7 “Mapping the body, mending the body” there is a quote by Tarthang 
Tulku “Our feelings and our bodies are like water flowing into water. We learn to swim within 
the energies of the (body) senses (2010:180). While designed to live with and move through 
extreme events and process feelings of helplessness and terror without becoming stuck, the 
tendency of human beings is to recoil and avoid those feelings, so that we split off from the 
river, the natural movement of ebb and flow. If we use our mind to block sensations, what is 
not felt will intensify. When we give up on wanting to understand and control the physical 
sensations that come along with experiencing loss and terror, we open up to fully engage 
with the physical sensations without understanding them. In this way we follow the natural 
river of ebb and flow, and instead of side streams and disassociation, a healing undercurrent 
will arise to process the loss. In Marijke’s example, she followed her sensations that arose in 
images and deep feelings which were not logical, but while fully engaging with them she was 
also picked up by a healing undercurrent (Levine 2010: 180-181, 91-95).   
Marijke’s and Roseboom’s story, and many of those I encountered in my research or 
therapy/coaching practice, connects to my own story. While reflecting on Roseboom’s 
discovery of the children conceived and born during the Dutch hunger winter, I questioned 
what would be the effect of babies experiencing “emotional hunger” in the belly of their 
mother. My mother used to tell me she birthed 3 healthy babies, of which I was the middle 
child. With all three pregnancies the children born were of average weight, not under the 
curve nor below. One part of her story intrigued me and stayed with me; during the time 
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after she had delivered me, while breast feeding, she lost a lot of weight and even went 
significantly below the weight she had before my pregnancy. She used to comment when 
looking at family pictures with “Wow, look at me, I have never been so thin in my life as in 
that period, you ate for two I think”. Why did I feel I had to get everything I could as soon as 
I had the chance to? Where did that survival mentality come from……for years I did not know. 
  
   
In the next sections of this chapter I share of I period (2010-2014) that was like a deep 
deconstruction as I lost the possibility to move, as well as several people close to me. 
Deconstruction is not necessarily a bad thing. Within expressive arts therapy, it is described 
as “the axe that builds the house” (Knill, Barba, and Fuchs 2004). Here, one refers to a 
transformation process where a certain amount of force and deconstruction is welcomed 
with ‘allowing destructering’. It indicates that deconstruction should not happen in a blind 
destructive way, but constructively with the aim to allow a certain amount of force to let go 
of coping mechanisms, and to develop and give space to new identity narratives arising from 
liminality (Knill, Barba, and Fuchs 2004; Turner 1969; van Gennep 1960).  In this way, 
deconstruction leads to destructuring, re-organization, reinventing and new ways of making 
meaning that create possibilities for transformation and growth, on both a personal and 
community level.  
 
I clearly remember in my first year of injury I often went kayaking, which didn’t require the 
use of my partially immobile legs, and read a book on “creative spirituality” by Anshem Grun. 
He wrote about anima and animus, and defence mechanisms that keep us away from a 
treasure (a deep lying wound).84 I then realized how much animus I had, a kind of muscular 
tension that was always present in my body to fight and change things through the use of will 
power. I started to question why I had so little faith in anima, and its more embracing quality 
to reach change and transformation. Why did I fight as if my existence depended on it?  
  
Like Marijke described, I also sensed deep feelings during that period, but did not know where 
they were coming from. My normal “defence” was to run around doing things, move a lot and 
maintain a high level of adrenaline. My immobility made it impossible to use these defense 
mechanisms, and with them being “cut away with the destructuring axe” the underlying 
                                                      
84.  In 5.3 I again make a reference to Anselm Grun’s writings and go into more depth regarding the story I here  
    shortly refer to. 
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wound became visible. My feelings can be best described as in the format of this dance movie 
“Brief Candle” https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wQXzieVUWeQ, in which the main 
character is lost and paralyzed. It was not fear that came to the surface, but more 
“meaninglessness” and “rejection”. A second dance movie that reflected the deep feelings 
that arose in that period is “Painted” https://www.youtube.com/watch? 
v=LsFQhGYDSOE, in which one sees an empty house where the main character is lost. This 
reflected my idea that there was a deep well of emptiness inside of me. After the above 
experience, one year into my 4-year knee injury and partial immobility, I assisted an 
expressive arts therapist in conducting an “Introduction to Expressive Arts” program 
(February – June 2011). One afternoon during a body mapping exercise focused on the future, 
I made the map shown on the following page. My body blocked as soon as I wanted to start 
creating, and intuitively I started to gather images with a wolf, and the text “welcome to this 
world”. It was as if a baby was lost and the wolf came to bring it back and announce its birth. 
Another image that came up and I created was a gypsy/nomads wagon and an owl, beside 
the contours of my body map. An owl often is the symbol of someone who can look into the 
past and future. After drawing these rituals, I felt I could continue with creating a map of the 
future, which is the “disco, orange haired female”.  
 
At the time I made the body map85, I had no idea why these images arose. However, in the 
same period, I started to recognize a pattern, in which right before something is birthed (an 
idea, a marriage, a new career step) a lot of resistance would arises and it is birthing is 
aborted.   
 
In the same year, ‘rebirth’ came up twice again. During a community dance in my expressive 
arts Post Masters training entitled ‘birth in the cave garden’,  the group started to make 
contraction movements as a collective body, and during the movement improvisation one of 
the people ‘threw’ me out as if I was being born through the contractions. High in the air, a 
shout comes out from me, so deep and so loud, I scared myself. Secondly, there was a 
conversation with my mother, in which she shared for the first time that I was not planned 
initially and she had felt anxious during the first three months after my conception. After she 
got used to the idea, she developed ‘welcoming feelings’.  
 
                                                      




I started to understand that all the ‘miscarriages’ were a re-enactment of my system because 
of not being welcomed in the womb. […] We use our internal stage (inner world) or outer 
stage (world around us) to re-stage what has not been processed well by the system (P. 
Levine). Van der Kolk writes there is no function and nothing social in reenactment. 
  
 
Body Map – 2011  
‘Disco orange haired female’  
 
“Reenactments are frozen in time, unchanging and they are always lonely, humiliating and 
alienating experiences” (2014: 182). Reenactment can even cross cuts generations. Van der 
Kolk explains how this works through the story of a doctor “Peter” that was rigid and socially 
unavailable to his wife and colleagues. His parents were traumatized holocaust survivors, who 
passed on their trauma through their social dysfunctional. Because this then affected Peter’s 
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foundation, he reenacted this childhood and, indirectly, the holocaust experiences of his 
parents (2015: 249-297). 
 
I discovered that the deconstruction of my body, and the identity deconstruction that went 
with it, allowed me to look at how I related to life. I can choose to see like as grace based or 
performance based; meaning do I believe that I am given the right to exist and be happy, or 
do I have to perform, be perfect and fight to earn my existence?  ‘Leaving one’s mother/land 
too early’, was not just about someone else. It was as much about someone else, as it was 
about me. Deep down, I felt I had no right to exist, and had to earn my right to exist through 
performance and perfectionism. My immobility curtailed the fight/flight defense mechanism 
option that I used to keep myself from not falling into a numb and meaningless ‘shut down 
system’ with feelings of numbness and meaninglessness. I had used this defense, as I now 
understood, to not only prevent being exposed to a ‘new experience of numbness’ but more 
so to avoid a pre-natal wound. Dr. Steve Porges theory explains how humans and animals 
first use social engagement and fight/flight responses to cope with stress and danger (this is 
when we function by engaging the mammal brain and limbic system). When this does not 
work, in my case because I was immobile and thus could not stimulate high fight/flight energy 
levels through sports, the dorsal vagal complex is activated, which is our instinctual brain 
connected to our organs. This most primitive human dorsal vagal complex controls collapse 
and disengagement (Van der Kolk 2015: 82-86; Levine 2010: 97-109). The more primitive the 
operative system, the more power it has to take over the overall function of the organism 
(Levine 2010: 101). To engage with these deeper feelings of meaninglessness instead of 
seeking for high arousal, was scary, but necessary and meaningful. In the rest of this chapter 
I share how it led to discoveries and healing. My body was right regarding the images it 
provided in the “body mapping” exercise: I first needed to be (re-)welcomed into this world 
before my foundation was strong enough to think, move in the direction of the future and 
embody the potential I had.  
 
Recently, during a somatic experience session (2016), I discovered taking back your right to 
exist, the gift to exist without doing something for it, is just a first step. Some body imagery 
that came up during the session connected to the question: “Do you have the right to be 
happy”? This made me realize that a second step was to believe that one has the right to be 
happy, without having to pay for being conceived and unwelcomed with “adversity” acting 




After the above shared process, I could no longer speak about ‘refugees’ and the 
transmission of trauma/scarcity to the next generation without including myself. My 
definition of ‘refugee’ changed into “someone that was taken from their mother/land too 
early, during their life in and outside the womb. In chapter 7, I will also share about informal 
interviews done with other fellow therapists who were courageous enough to include 
themselves into their topic of research and analyze their own pathology. Their stories and 
my own process led me to three conclusions 1) we all have a less pretty part of our personal 
story of which its effect on our life choices and circumstances, might be bigger than we think. 
2) As per Dr. Barker and Roseboom: our genes and circumstances may partly determine 
whether we are living as refugees, taken from our mother/land too early. However, the 
period in the womb laid the foundation for how we react to stress-full circumstances and 
what our chances are to recover well. 3) We cannot change the circumstances in which we 
are conceived, carried and birthed, but if we are willing to do what it takes to become aware 
of who we are and what formed us, going back even to the period in the womb, the effect of 
the pre-natal circumstances (at least for the socio- emotional part) is not unchangeable. If 
trauma is defined as a treatable injury, whereby excessive fight/flight energy is stored in our 
nerve system causing deregulation of our brain and socio emotional functioning, then the 
release of this energy locked up in the nerve system can happen whether it is built up before 
or after birth.  
 
I would like to close this section with the following line and reference to Benjamin’s 
dissertation on history as a curation of “fragmented memories”:  
If we care at all about the health and wellbeing of the next generation there is a big need to 
create space in our language, our validation of ‘human experience’ for the disparities, the 
discontinuity, the disparities, the ruptures of history and memory that, according to Benjamin 
make trauma visible and provide the chance for ‘grief’ to transform into a ‘gift’ (2002).  
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5.2 This body is not mine 
 
In this section I reflect on a period in my life (2010-2014) in which I learnt a lot about 
deconstruction and loss, on a personal level regarding physical abilities and loved ones. This 
experience facilitated my understanding of my research topic on a deeper level, the loss and 
grief of war victims and combats in general, and more specifically the refugee women I later 
worked with and the possible change of perceptions regarding one’s own body and the world 
after experiencing loss. 
5.2.1 Physical loss & trauma (2010-2014)  
My journey into taking up this PhD topic, came some one and a half years after a severe injury 
in my right leg (in 2010). I lost my ability to move, career dreams, and the comforts that I had 
built up. I had to let go of professional dance, and a nearly finished PhD trajectory, and 
humanitarian work in remote and hilly conflict areas. I also had to let go of my role teaching 
conditioning training, and many other kind of sports. I had to let go of coping mechanisms 
like running, and leisure activities like outdoor sports. “Who am I?”, I questioned, “when I am 
no longer this cheerful, active person who stimulates others to go for another mile. I am not 
even the last one of the crowd, I am sitting at home trying to get around on crutches. What 
is left of me if I let go of the skills that made me proud”. 
 
I remember those first two years of immobility, where I became highly dependent on others 
to get from A to B, and ran into all kinds of obstacles to participate within the society and to 
do meaningful and paid work.  Being less mobile isolates, I concluded, and it humbles by the 
prejudices you face in interaction with individuals and institutions. The small scale non-profit 
organization I worked with found a way to cut my contract because there was no insurance 
to deal with employees that were partial on ‘sick leave’ for rehabilitation. The Dutch social 
welfare system gave me two option: to be labeled as ‘incapacitated for work’ at the age of 
28 years old, or to work full time, which was not possible with the 4 mornings I needed to 
spend in a rehabilitation center. My decision didn’t give me the necessary rest to support my 
physical recovery; I chose to work full time in the afternoon and evenings, after mornings in 
the rehabilitation center,  combined with sleepless nights due to the pain of my injury. Better 
this, I reasoned, then to be fully incapacitated and have ‘disabled’ added to my work status 
and dossier.  
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One day in the rehabilitation center, I sat at the side of the swimming pool, and looked at my 
legs, and noticed the loss of muscular volume and strength. I wondered if these legs were 
mine. My dancers body had turned into a ‘weak persons’ body, a body that did not feel like 
mine when I looked at it. I started to understand more about the process of identity 
questions, especially pertaining to the exclusion war survivors who are physically marked 
and people who live in exile of their bodies due to traumatic events (Meyer 2007). […] 
  
In the past three decades, an extensive amount of research has been published on psychiatric 
disorders, especially posttraumatic stress disorder (PTSD). A steady stream of articles has 
been published that have utilized data from the federally commissioned National Vietnam 
Veterans Readjustment Study (NVVRS; Kulka et al., 1990a). The research on coping with a 
disability has also been expanding at a rapid rate, and a positive correlation was found 
between the likelihood that people develop depression and PTSD when they are physically 
affected by a war (Martz & Livneh, 2007). For example, in research conducted among 
veterans, Helzer, Robins, and McEvoy (1987) examined PTSD rates in a stratified sample 
among 2,493 individuals, 64 of whom were Vietnam veterans and 43 of whom had 
experienced combat. Those who experienced combat but were not wounded had a 4% rate 
of PTSD compared to 20% rate among those who were wounded. Martz, Bodner and Livneh 
(2009) note the following in the article “Coping as a Moderator of Disability and Psychosocial 
Adaptation among Vietnam Theater Veterans”:   
 
Buydens-Branchey, Noumair, and Branchey’s (1990) study, conducted among 84 veterans 
who visited an orthopedic clinic, indicated that injury during combat significantly increased 
the PTSD levels compared to combat soldiers without injuries. Martz and Cook (2001) found 
the following rates of PTSD among 45,320 veterans: burns 13.4%, spinal cord injuries 11.6%, 
amputations 8.1%, major chest trauma 7.6%, heart failure/shock 7.3%, and cardiac arrest 
5.1%. They found that burns, spinal cord injuries, amputations, and heart failure/shock were 
significant risk factors for PTSD. Delimar and Sivik (1995) assessed for PTSD in three groups 
of soldiers (n 5 30 per group), all of whom had at least 3 months of combat experience in the 
Croatian war of 1991 to 1993, and found a PTSD rate of 33.3% among soldiers with 
permanent disabilities (e.g., amputation). . 
 
Women who are displaced due to conflict are forced to leave their support system. They 
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become even more vulnerable than they would be otherwise to further violence like 
domestic abuse, neglect, and sexualized violence. Women with disabilities face “such 
violence at twice the level of able-bodied people”.86 In Syria the women who are disabled or 
have become disabled due to conflict have been called ‘the forgotten victims of the conflict’ 
according to a September 2013 report by the UN Committee on the Rights of Persons with 
Disabilities”.87  
Based on the researchers referred to above, we could conclude that physical injury [..] due 
to war experiences, effects the nature and severity of trauma. The level of exclusion is not 
just social, like with rape victims who have difficulty integrating into their community, those 
suffering from disabilities due to war violence face numerous challenges on multiple levels 
[…]. I would like to address some of these challenges through the stories shared below. 
 
‘Life in exile of one’s body’ 
In terms of the loss of connection with one’s own body, I recognized myself in the stories of  
injured and disabled war victims and combatant, such as, the Nepali respondents I met with 
in 2007/2008. They told about the most horrible experiences of torture and hardship as if 
their own body were not involved and affected. In terms of living in exile of one’s body, 
Melinda Meyer made a film entitled ‘In Exile from the Body’ about a Movement Program for 
Bosnian refugees at the Fossnes Reception Center in 1993-94. It tells the story of a group of 
traumatized refugees - men, women and children – who had gone through a training program 
and how they experienced it. “The film argues that after an extreme experience like a war, 
the most important thing is to get the body to function normally again. This can be achieved 
through breathing and movement exercises and by reconnecting the traumatized persons to 
their life before the trauma. The main statement underlying the whole narrative of the film 
is that a traumatized person living in exile from his country is also living in exile from his body. 
Before a person can ‘go home’, the person much build a relationship with their own body 
(2007: 126). When watching the film in 2011 I remember it left me with a deep sensation of 
being lost. The body lost its owner, and the owner lost the sense of its body. An extreme form 
of helplessness. I channeled the sensations that arose during the film and the somatic 
                                                      
86. James, K. (2014), Women Under Siege Project, “Double discrimination: Disabled women face increased 
violence in wartime”,  http://www.womenundersiegeproject.org/blog/entry/double-discrimination-disabled-
women-face-increased-violence-in-wartime 
87. UN News Center, “Persons with disabilities ‘forgotten victims’ of Syrian conflict – UN committee”,  
http://www.un.org/apps/news/story.asp?NewsID=45871#.V3KqVfl96M- 
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understanding of ‘living in exile from one’s body’ in creative writing:    
 
A world   
dominated by those pretending to know where   
they and their bodies want to go next  
Such determination  
No time to stand still  
and lose a minute, a second   
 
A world in which the body-less   
are second rank citizens 
Cause no one wants to be confronted 
with the inescapable possibility  
of “not being in control”.  
 
Bodies standing still wherever they were left  
on the pavement, the battlefield, in home residencies  
with the owners searching or perhaps not (yet)   
  
In the “The Body in Exile” film, simple movement exercises like “cutting grass and picking 
apples” reconnected the Bosnian refugees in the film with everyday life, and facilitated their 
process to find back their bodies right in the place where they left them, for example in the 
farming fields in Bosnia. 
 
Physical loss and exclusion   
Carol Thomas writes about the exclusion that disability can lead to in “Female Forms. 
Experiencing and understanding disability” (1999). Here within, ‘disability’ is viewed as a form 
of oppression and the fundamental issue is not one of an individual’s inabilities or limitations, 
but rather a hostile and unadaptive society.  
 
It became possible to see that people with impairments are socially excluded in every realm 
of social life, that they are marginalized and denied the basic civil rights that non-disabled 
people take for granted. Exclusion could also be detected when it presented itself in subtler, 
benign or even benevolent forms – in the form of ‘help’ or assistance; in the health and 
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welfare services, the ‘caring professions’, the charities, some voluntary organizations, in the 
behavior of non-disabled friends, relatives and passers-by (Morris 1991; Swain et al. 1993; 
Thomas 1997; 1998a). These organizations, groups and individuals, although often well-
meaning, are almost always guided by the perspective that impairment is a misfortune or a 
tragedy, that disabled people’s problems stem mainly or exclusively from their impairment, 
that rehabilitation – or restoration as to near as normal functioning as possible – must be the 
desired goal, and that people with impairment are dependent, limited, objects of pity. 
 
Interestingly, Thomas’s book implicates that there are parallels between 1) her analysis of 
the organizations supporting those that suffered loss of physical ability, 2) Parker’s 
deconstructive approach in relation to psychotherapy (1999:6, 9), 3) and Foucault’s notion 
of the psy-complex and the therapy apparatus with the top down mechanisms and division 
between “the therapist” who protects and serves in the betterment of the “patient” (1977 
and 1981). Like Levine who emphasizes “it is time for psychotherapy to reform itself”, 
Thomas stresses the need to challenge the “system” and underlying perspectives regarding 
disability, rather than to focus on the individual inabilities of the person framed as to be the 
one “in need for help”.   
  
A bit further in her book Thomas provides space for the females who are impaired or disabled 
to voice their personal stories of physical loss, and the exclusion mechanisms they run into. 
These stories address physical obstacles (the construction of work/public spaces), belittling 
by colleagues in the workplace, and differences in how men and women are treated in the 
workplace when asking for adaptations to make it possible to do their work (1999:20):  
  
 
I am the Convenor for [trade union] Disabled Workers Group. I have found that women are 
discriminated against doubly when they are disabled. A disabled man gets more help and 
assistance from management than the women. Equipment, far more flexibility in hours and 
levels of standards required in their work, are better for men than women. Women who have 
special needs are largely ignored and refused repeatedly when asking for changes in 
conditions or new equipment whilst men have higher positions and greater access to better 
facilities. It appears that when a woman has particular difficulties or has a disability she is 
seen as creating problems for the employer. When a man has such needs, he is fighting for 
his career, what guts, what a man! . . . 
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I remember the contact I had with my employer and the social welfare department at the 
beginning of the injury period, about adaptation of hours and type of work. This conversation 
was not greeted with a response that resonated “wow, you fight for your career and try to 
make the best out of the situation”. Rather, the social welfare personnel questioned and 
expressed doubts about whether I was not being lazy and trying to pave my way towards a 
social loan.  […]  
On a social level, in the summer I scrolled the Facebook pages of friends and saw pictures of 
them going on physically active vacations, like a ‘bike tour through Europe’. I also realized 
the amount of social activities and leisure time I was used to spend on physical activities; 
outdoor sports, canoeing, dance festivals, and doing yoga. While trying to adapt (read: 
dancing with crutches) I could not ignore the social exclusion I experienced with the loss of 
physical abilities.   
 
Like often happens with deep loss experiences, old wounds were triggered. The loss of 
mobility and resulting identity questions, brought back the feelings and memories of losing 
a marriage. In the poem and image below entitled ‘The Wall’ (of 2011) I reflect on my 
deepened understanding of the meaning of “loss” and deconstruction of status and of our 





      The Wall 
        What do I know about suffering 
        Nothing too spectacular  
        I lost a child 
       A bridegroom disappeared 
       No displacement for me 
       My house killingly captivates me 
        I did not experience torture  
        I count four body parts, still 
        They are not mine 
        A desolate landscape  
       With no inhabitants 
        Who am I 
        Nothing familiar                                        
        Muscle fade   
        Dance life channel cut  
        Life goals mockery 
        Nothing too spectacular  
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Fighting, facing the worst, opportunities  
One to one and half years into my injury and lost mobility process, I had a moment of 
breakthrough. I had been fighting to get back to my ‘old comfortable status’ of dancer, 
outdoor sports fanatic, and humanitarian worker, while planning to quickly finish my PhD. 
Someone suggested ‘what if you embrace the worst case scenario’, maybe that will open up 
new opportunities. My worst case scenario was listening to the medical specialists’ 
assessment: to accept that I would possibly never be capable of dancing and or even normal 
walking again. I asked myself “do I still choose life if that means spending it in a wheelchair, 
or on crutches”. It was then that I wrote the line “dance life channel cut. Life goal mockery” 
and realized “dance seemed to be a navel cord which connected me to life”.  
Not too long after facing “this worst case scenario” and the feelings of anger and 
meaninglessness that arose, I noticed that sitting in the dark deep, was like an emotional 
discharge. I started to look at new possibilities of still being involved in the arts. I visited mixed 
abilities dance workshops, decided to open up to trying other art forms to see if there were 
other media I could work with more fully, and watched videos of imperfect bodies involved 
in dance, for example: 
• Korean handicapped couple dancing classical ballet  
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=uQtHdrAE7do 
• Dance about sickness-care taker feelings  
“Fix You”, Coldplay http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9iurjDa1hpQ&feature=related 
• Break dance and ‘other’ bodies  
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=tNn6qOrXkYM&feature=related  
• Salsa & other bodies: one legged salsa dancer  
http://youtu.be/hSgSyfy_jdo 
I read about coping and the cycles of processing loss. The concept of coping refers to a subset 
of self-regulatory responses that occur in conditions of stress (Compas, Connor-Smith, 
Saltzman, Thomsen, & Wadsworth 2001). In 1969 Elisabeth Kübler-Ross wrote On Death and 
Dying about the universality of stages of mourning and grief; denial, anger, bargaining, 
depression and acceptance. You could say that the ‘blunt confrontation with reality’ that was 
suggested to me, helped me to move from stage 3 to 4, while stopping to fight and bargain 
allowed me to really feel the loss. My sister was also less mobile and constricted to a 
wheelchair at the time due to the third stage of Lyme disease. I closely observed her and how 
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she processed her loss of physical functions. Sometimes she had epileptic attacks and would 
fall to the floor. She was more like water, while I seemed to more like fire. She would not 
fight her situation but worked with it. We started to write poetry about our experiences of 
this period, which she later published. My observation is that the stages of loss may be 
universal, however, how quickly we move from one stage to another seems to be related to 
our personality and patterns we built up from a young age for dealing with setbacks. 
Poetically I reflected on these differences of processes loss (of physically ability), noticed in 
my sister and mine reactions; with referring to her as being ‘water’ and me as ‘fire’.  
  
 
In my liminality process of having lost the ‘familiar’(Knill, Barba, and Fuchs 2004; Turner 1969; 
van Gennep 1960), I explored other options to be involved in the arts such as clowning, or 
using the arts more therapeutically, where the assignments and exercises focused on the 
theme of processing physical loss. In an expressive arts symposium in Portugal, I developed 
these thoughts and feelings of loss into a theatre script. Right before the moment of 
performance, I removed myself from the performers list. It was too early, too fresh and 
confrontational for me to expose my process to the audience. This taught me a greater 
sensitivity towards the groups I worked with later on the topic of resilience, in terms of 




Theatre performance, De Jossen by 
Tom Lanoye (Netherlands, 2014)                        
 
Expressive Arts Symposium, 
Portugal 2011   






Expressive Arts Therapy – Advanced Post Graduate Program in Saas Fee, Switzerland (summer 2012). 




Unpolished shell, shells even  
Wave by wave, I lay uncovered  
Jumping from one leg to the other  
only my toes touch the green meadow  
 
Lightness, gathered in happy and mellow days  
Tahitian hedonism, Rousseau’s breath today;  
This day! 
A harp, violin, a piano, a Yiddish song 
echoes melancholic memories, of what one’s was  
Many questions posed; angry, demanding, hopeful, jealous 
Euphoria in the Highest 
The piccolo takes over 
Tahitian hedonism 
Utter illusion 
A newborn reality 
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Three years later I was far enough in my process of accepting the physical loss 
and  deconstruction of my body, to do something creative with it. I was in the Dutch woods 
for a photo shoot in 2014, when I felt I was ready to dance with my wobbly body. See Barren 
bush land. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=j7ltzrEySM0   
 
Later that year, in 2014, I developed and staged a full length solo, an interdisciplinary 
performance, based on the topic addressed in the video. I researched together with the 
audience what it means to go through deconstruction and loss, and to not walk away from 
self, but be willing to travel into our internal landscape where we experience the loss, the 
‘dust, mud, dirt’ as described in the poem in the video. Being locked into my body, with no 
ability to move for a long time, taught me not to run away from it, not reach for change 
through will power (animus) but through sinking into things and embracing them (anima). 
                                                      
88. Creative reflection after a moving, voice work and poetry session (part of the Annual Expressive Arts 
Symposium) while processing being physically limited, and looking for new ways forward. The poem speaks of 
surrenderance, vulnerablity and waiting in the first lines. Then the lightness is connected to earlier days, to 
hedonism and Rousseau’s escapism. The poem ends with the experiences and doubts whether all this will lead 
to a poiesis to a new-born reality. 
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The message of the performance and video is: wholehearted living is not possible if we are 
only present to ourselves to experience the high highs. It is our presence, our willingness to 
become silent, to spend time in solitude and relate to uncomfortable feelings, like loss, that 
will lead us to see light and possibilities arise out of darkness. My performance style became 
more personal and interdisciplinary than before my injury. Audience members stayed behind 
in their seats to talk with me afterwards about their own experiences of loss and illness. 
5.2.2 Loss of people (2012-2014) 
After my first half year of the PhD program in Hong Kong, I went home for Christmas (2012) 
to make wedding preparations with my ‘husband to-be’ and future in-laws. In less than a 
couple of days, the ‘home’ where I came back was desolate. I never celebrated Christmas 
with my in-laws, and the wedding plans were cancelled against my will. On top of those 
tragedies, one week after the break- up my future brother in law died suddenly of a brain 
hemorrhage. The loss of a bride to-be/mother and a 28-year-old young man was too much 
for the community around my in laws to process; so I volunteered to process the loss outside 
of the community in order to give them enough room to digest their heavy losses. It was a 
wise but difficult choice, which made me an outsider to the community I considered ‘home’. 
The event hit me especially hard, because I had a similar experience 7 years before, when a 
bridegroom decided to postpone our wedding one week before it took place. It was not his 
intention to cancel it, but the rejection in trust was too severe for me to continue the 
relationship. While I took a year of leave from my PhD to process my own loss and by then 
scattered sense of home/belonging, I developed a deeper understanding of what it means to 
be a ‘refugee’, a stranger who lost their connection to ‘home’, potentially giving rise to 
feelings like powerlessness, forced migration, humiliation, anger and social exclusion 
(Gopalkrishnan 2013: 119).   
 
Powerlessness & social exclusion  
I see all the photos and messages pass by on Facebook. I bike past the neighborhood where 
the whole community of my ‘in-laws-to-be’ lived and feelings of exclusion and humiliation 
overwhelmed me. To not be able to go back to the community you experienced being ‘part of 
your home’…. I had no words and decided to draw, and make little videos in which I processed 
what happened. One corner of my house became a ‘safe place’ with art materials and big 
pillows. While loneliness sets in sometimes, I sit in it, and try to pour my emotions in the 
drawing and poetry I create. It’s these ‘little things’ that seem to matter the most. I moved 
from a nice house prepared for two people, to a simple room in a communal living area with 
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a single bed. Sometimes I woke up, with dreams about rejection, loss of new life, and 
exclusion. Sitting on the bed side looking at my boxes, it felt as if I fell down the social ladder. 
Going back from early thirties to early twenties, back to a simple student life.  
 
Repetitive narrative  
When the loneliness was too much, I fled to my parents’ house, surrounded by their 
companionship. My body felt tired. Thoughts about what happened were like a film in my 
head repeating itself. It’s all I could think or talk about. I remember going for a walk with my 
mom. She named everything she saw, to draw me into the here and now and out of my head. 
To me it seemed like the world had lost its colors, and all the energy pulled back inside to my 
mind obsessively trying to make sense of the things that had happened, but my mind  could 
not comprehend. It was too difficult to stay present with my body when suffering great loss 
and pain.  
 
Non ability to take in new information  
In the theory chapter I wrote about non-ability to take in new information, a shutting down 
of the pre-frontal cortex which makes rationalizing, logical thinking, and planning difficult 
tasks to accomplish. To be able to work on a PhD, you need a well-functioning pre-frontal 
cortex for the reading, analysis, and writing. Too much emotional disturbance, doesn’t 
provide the peace of mind needed to think clearly. I remembered going back in 
January/February 2013 and April/May to Hong Kong to attend seminars. “Foucault and 
governmentality” was one of the topics. My head could not take in new information. […] Not 
even 2 sentences. I felt so ashamed about my state of being towards my university colleagues; 
for my inability to process text, to recall simple things and to plan. Reading about loss and 
trauma, my topic of research, would overwhelm me since the content confronted me with my 
own state of being.  
 
Shame, Stigmatization and humiliation 
This shame increased when after the summer of 2013, I decided it was better if I took a one 
year […] and the institution that provided my PhD scholarship requested for a letter from a 
recognized psychotherapist stating my condition was severe enough to grant me leave. The 
psychotherapist I approached responded with “there is nothing wrong with you, you’re not 
depressed. You are simply grieving and you do it well, you are courageously on your way to 
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‘normal functioning’ or even coming out of this stronger. All this needs is time.” Yet, she wrote 
something that supported what was asked for. I felt stigmatized, humiliated and relieved at 
the same time.  
 
For the first time, I had a bodily experience of ‘needing a stigmatizing label’ to access 
resources. From conversations with migrants and refugees that go through assessments to 
determine their status, I learnt that this process of having to accept a humiliating status/label 
for obtaining resources and opportunities, is something they go through regularly. 
Choreographer Andre Gingras staged “the Lindenmeyer system” in 2004, a performance I 
watched that reflects on migration, refugees, cultural identity and stigmatization: The 
audience travels through a world of bizarre and overwhelming images inspired by a study of 
migration and its personal and social impact. In order to give the public an authentic 




Something I practiced during this process of loss and grief, was deep compassion and non-
judgementality towards self. I thanked my body for staying present, and my soul for its 
courage to walk on, and life for allowing deeper understanding of my research topic and the 
target group I worked with. Especially in 2014, I experienced the healing power of expressive 
arts at a deeper level than during my training or years of practice, particularly when the focus 
was on art making rather than on therapy. During the art making and performing of material 
developed out of my personal experiences: the ‘ugly’ that happened found new meaning, it 
was transformed into a ‘gift’, presenting to the world where it had the chance to touch others 
who had gone through similar experiences (Levine 2005: xv).  
The following are a teaser and an openings film I modeled for and danced in, in an example 
of how grief transferred into ‘a gift’ to others, through performative work. It was made for a 
women’s event in May 2014, before I returned to Hong Kong to finish my dissertation. The 
concept was developed by someone else, but I could connect with it and would describe it 
as follows “we fall, only to rise again and this time stronger. We all have a rooftop of a castle 
to take in. A place that only we can occupy, it's the place that we could call home or destiny”. 
                                                      
89 Narrative short introduction: http://www.apropic.com/artiesten/andr%C3%A9-gingras/productie/the-
lindenmeyer-system. Impression of the show: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qYVklD5NmSc 
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On the evening of the women’s event, this video was shown as an opening: 
https://vimeo.com/96826960, and later I performed a solo dance performance. This was the 
first one since my knee injury and period of immobility. The sharing of some of the lessons 
learnt during my leave in the Netherlands, prepared me to go back to Hong Kong and finish 




5.3.  The Living Dead 
Artist in Residency ‘Personal Geographies of Life/Death’ (2016)  
 
The last element of ‘loss and grief’ I will touch on, is ‘not being alive’ and ‘non-existence’.  
This is a subtler form of loss that often stays unnoticed. In the journey from victim to survivor 
to thriver, I perceive it an important aspect to include. We can thrive in life, on different 
levels; just enough to be a survivor, or fully/abundantly where we aim to reach our potential 
by acting upon our talents and gifts and life experiences.   
 
Exploring ‘death’ can be a portal to transformation (Levine 2014: 352, 353). How? “Trauma 
represents a profound compression of ‘survival energy’ that has not been able to complete 
its meaningful course of action” (Levine 2014: 349). When trauma is resolved and this energy 
becomes available again, the very same brain structures that are pivotal in various ‘mystical’ 
and ‘spiritual’ states are activated, leading to experiences of ‘timelessness’, ‘oceanic energy’, 
and ‘presence’. Trauma can neither be equated with ‘suffering’, nor with transformation. 
However, in every spiritual tradition suffering is understood as a doorway to awakening. 
Think of Psalm 23 or the story of Job in the bible. In both Buddhism and Taoist traditions, 
four pathways are said to lead to spiritual awakening: death, meditative contemplation, 
liberation through special forms of sexual ecstasy, and trauma; they are perceived as 
potential catalysts for profound surrender.90   
 
Hence, when I was invited in 2015 to join a research driven artist in residency exploring the 
topic ‘death’, with several Asian artists under the direction of Physical Theatre director Ho 
Ying-Fung, I said yes. 91  In the following chapters I share part of my researcher notes as well 
as about the artistic process. 
                                                      
90.   Chöndrön, P (2002), The Places That Scare You: A Guide to Fearlessness in Difficult Times, Boston: 
Shambhala. 
91.  Some background information on Ho Ying- Fung http://cultstud.org/xr2010/crossroad/pdf/Empty.pdf 
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Introduction to the Residency 
http://www.blankspacestudiohk.com/marloes-van-houten.html 
 
If live and death are two sides of the same coin named “existence,” we will never fully 
understand what it means to be alive without comprehending death. Death resides in our 
bodies, yet there is no way we could gain knowledge from experience. One can only learn 
about death through living.  The body, the subject and object of the performer’s stage 
presence, embodies the very existence she requires to befriend death.   
The Residency was hosted by Blank Space Studio, the artists were curated by local physical 
theatre master Ho Ying Fung. The 
residency is research driven and 
organized in blocks of 2 months. In 
January and February 2016, the 
following artists researched the topic 
“Death”: Ara Cho (Korean theatre 
maker & performing artist), Fiona 
Zhou (Chinese mainland dancer), 
Marloes van Houten (Dutch 
researcher/dancer), and Sunhee Kim 
(Korean theatre director, performer), 
Jan Wong (Hong Kong -stage design), 
Sze Ka Yan (Hong Kong - musician). 
 
 
Left to right: Sze Ka Yan (HK- musician), Ara Cho (Korean dancer/actor), Marloes, Sudhee (Korean - 





Group writing fragment, week 1 
In week one we did writings and worked on performative embodiment of the writings 
related to the question “what is death, and what is loss to us”. Below I picked out 
sentences written by Ara and me. 
 
"Death, you are a friend. On a peaceful burial 'feast'. You are an enemy. Haunting us with 
your everlasting uncontrollable force " (Marloes)    
"Is this what dying is. Please touch me, take me. I need you. My eyes, streams of blood coming 
back. Breathe, one more. More one. (Ara Cho).  
 
There were conversations about intercultural differences and their ideas of death and loss. 
It was brought up that ‘death’ was a topic considered taboo in Hong Kong. Ho Ying Fung, a 
Hong Kong physical theatre master who curated the artist in residency project shared how 
his mother died when he was young, but no one was willing to talk about the death, or about 
how she was as a person. He concluded “if I do not know death, how will I know what it 
means too fully life”. This perspective is in line with one of the plays and discussions that was 
going on in Hong Kong at the time of our research: https://artalk.hk/2015/12/16/a-review-
of-death-in-hong-kong%EF%BC%8Ftext-by-bintou-nimaga/ 
In daily life, Hong Kong people try to stay away from ‘death’; for example, they do not want 
to life near a graveyard and sanatorium. Houses in these locations are much cheaper.   
 
In the lines drawn from my writing, you might notice the articulation of burial as a feast, and 
death as a friend. Here, I contest the usual stereotypes of death being something painful, 
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where you have to be sad and mourn. All of the artists had at least one experience where 
they either felt numb or peaceful related to loss and death. In our writings we tried to be as 
open as possible and move away from expectations related to feelings that are ‘appropriate’ 
when experiencing loss/death.  
 
Ara’s writing reflects on the body temperature lowering and the blood pump going slower 
while ‘journeying physiologically towards death’. Interestingly enough it was extremely cold 
in Hong Kong, when doing movement and writing research into understanding the journey 
the body makes on its way to death. Studios and houses are not built for this kind of cold. So 
we found warmth in rooibos tea, wearing winter coats, and using the rice cooker as a heater. 
Ara researched and cited from articles on the physical stages of death during her writing and 
performative embodying. 92  
 
The rice cooker became significant for another reason. Ara shared how her father died when 
he was in another country than the rest of his family. Later they learnt all he would have 
needed to be treated was a pill as big as a rice grain. We contemplated how death is not just 
being a one-time physical process, but that it is more related to small every day decisions: do 
we choose fear or love, do we choose risk and growth or safety, etcetera. Decisions as small 
as rice grains. Ara’s story inspired us to performatively research rice rituals in relation to the 
topic death.  
 
We started to visit the topics around ‘space between the life and death’ and ‘different 
dynamics of death’. We had been discussing and researching a lot, but to actually explore the 
theme with our body was a whole new sensation which made me even more excited about 
the research process. 
 
Fragment of the Research Process by Marloes van Houten 
From the beginning of our artist in residency I was intrigued by the idea of the ‘living dead’.  
The first association when thinking of death/life is the pathological state of our bodies. 
                                                      





When talking about ‘the living dead’ I wanted to go beyond these reflections on the topic 
and reflect on how death is taking place while we are alive. Are there parts where we did 
not allow life to enter into us, where we have seen life leave and decided that being 
dormant/frozen and numb is safer than being touched by life again. 
 
In the beginning stage, the second week, of our artist in residency I facilitated a workshop in 
which we aimed to explore in which ways we were ‘living dead’. I decided to use the body 
cartography method for this aim. The body cartography method comes from the Life/Art 
Process as a framework. This framework is developed by Anna and Daria Halprin (Tamalpa 
Institute, California). The book entitled The Expressive Body in Life, Art, and Therapy: Working 
with Movement, Metaphor, and Meaning, written by Daria Halprin, gives insight in the 
Life/Art Process. The book Personal Geographies; Explorations in mixed –media map making 
by Jill K. Berryis on the method of body cartographies. I personally used it with diverse groups 
in different cultures. I found it a very helpful tool to let the body speak that is to allow 
knowledge and stories documented in our implicit memory to come to the surface. 
Information stored in these parts of our memory are the ‘deeper’ experiences we have had. 
In Appendix IV, I included the background of the cartography method that I shared with the 
artist group, and also added and overview of our process while using the method.  
  
All of the artist selected elements of their artistic inquiry to bring into a performative setting, 
and develop with the aim to share it with the audience. I used the body mapping outcome to 
create part of the “work in progress –sharing” with two physical theater solos at the 
beginning of the video link that was added in appendix X “Work in Progress- sharing”. The 
appendix also includes a summary of the content of the performance.  
 
Performance ‘Frost, Fear, Desire’ & somatic experiences  
Here, I will share how the artistic process and the themes that came up connected to my 
personal process. It will help if one browsed through the performance process and content 
notes in appendix IX and X to understand the reflections below.  
 
The weeks before the performance, I was sick a lot, first with a normal but lingering fever. 
Later I noticed I was working through something psycho-somatically. Hyper-activity and 
headaches set in (see Peter Levine’s book “Awakening the Tiger”, where both are mentioned 
as symptoms of frozen/wounded parts to be triggered), as if something that was frozen 
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before in my female being, was awakened from numbness, and going through a stage of fear, 
to celebration of new life. One weekend when I suffered from high arousal, I went for a run 
past a dog kennel, and then a garden with two statues side by side behind a fence. One said: 
“be aware of the dog”. The second “everything grows with love”. When later the same day I 
entered the house of a new friend who hosted me in Macao it was full of fluffy stuffed animal 
dogs (toys). And even the warm water bag she gave me before going to bed had dogs on it, 
and was presented with the words “so many dogs maybe this means something”.  
 
I then was reminded of a story by Anshem Grun in his book “Creatieve Spiritualiteit” which I 
had read in 2010, about fear and dogs.93 The story is about a nun, who coughs a lot and no 
one seems to be able to help her get rid of it. Then an old monk comes to see her, and asks 
her to watch when she feels the coughing coming up. She recognizes it comes when she feels 
uncomfortable. He then explains to her that the coughing is like dogs protecting a tower. 
Under the tower a treasure is stored. Instead of suppressing the dogs, which they will react 
too defensively, we need to gently engage with them and dialogue with them so they stop 
their barking and lead us to the tower and treasure they are protecting. Often the treasure 
is a wound the conscious is not aware of, but the unconscious is. Coming back to my story, I 
decided to be embrace the doggy water bag physically, but also metaphorically which meant 
to not suppress my fear and anxiety coming out in psycho-somatic complaints, but to be 
gentle towards them. To engage with them. Doing that, the fear lowered and the reactions 
of paralysis and anxiety transformed into an awakening of a part of my female that had long 
‘frozen’ itself after losing a fiancé right before marriage.    
 
As a reaction to the new awakening of my femininity and letting myself feel sensations and 
longings, the desire to be seen as a female also emerged. I started to pull female clothes from 
closet, clothes I had not worn for a long time. I engaged with fashion making and design 
again, an old visual art academy time skill. It was as if I allowed myself to be seen in my 
femininity in new ways. That weekend I immediately used the re-awakened 
fashion/designing skill. I noticed a group of Filipino ladies in which a bride had no money for 
a wedding gown. Together with the women in Wanchai, we worked on a paper dress to 
celebrate her femininity and the special day.  
                                                      






This artist in residency and research on “death” taught me that death  can indeed be one of 
the ways to transformation. Where normally, I would stay away from sensations that arose 
while exploring my inner landscape for parts that were not alive, I now travelled towards 
them. The body mapping helped to awaken the ‘fear’ covering up the “none -existence” of 
some parts of my femininity, and discharge. Pendulation between experienced polarities of 
contraction and expansion/openness, and using the fear that came up to create helped to 
move through and notice it transformed into opening up of the feminine side, to ‘desire’ and 






5.4 Conclusions  
Deconstruction, detachment and unpeeling the union  
 
Deconstruction of the Self, and of the space we consider ‘home’ has been discussed through 
various aspects. These included, time spent in utero, loss of many kinds, and the effects of 
subtle deconstruction.  [..] The aim of this chapter has been to 1) develop a deeper 
understanding of the first phase of the ‘rites- de -passage’ process; 2) to tackle the 
problematic nature of trauma and psychotherapy and its social/cultural construction which 
includes the power dynamics present in the process;  […] 3) to show that ‘trauma’ can be 
found in our own circumstances as well as those of war veterans/victims. Loss is not a “non- 
experience” because it cannot be talked about in a linear way. […] 
Throughout this chapter I have used the Inquiry Based Practice, the Life/Art Process, and the 
art/o/grapher methodology, in which the identity and practice of being a researcher, teacher, 
therapist and artist are perceived as complementary practices. The Inquiry Based Practice, 
asks the researcher to start from a point of ‘not Knowing’ or ‘suspending one’s knowing’.  
This receptive arts contemplation through the Life/Art Process takes us into “an alternative 
experience of worlding” in which our everyday reality and “way of knowing the world can be 
suspended” (Knill 2000: Faire 2012). The researcher tolerated the ‘not knowing’ and trusted 
that the “creative flow of images, music, movement, poetry and storytelling will evolve into 
recognizable patterns of meaning that bring together and integrate primary processes with 
cognitive thinking” (Austin & Forinash 2005: 460). Of course a balance between evidence 
based practice and inquiry based knowledge is necessary. If I would not have ‘suspended my 
knowing’ it would have been impossible to create space for the discoveries and embodied 
lessons I learnt regarding loss and deconstruction on a personal level. In my work with 
participants (practitioners and the war-traumatized women) of my research “suspending of 
knowing, leads to deepening of knowing, a deepening that can only happen when residing in 
not knowing, in liminality, in between chaos and structure,  for some time. The bricoleur and 
engineer need each other.   
[..]  In conclusion, I give to you a poem and dance photo series entitled ‘detachment’. This 
series was made after attending a week long movement research practice by Fearghus Ó 
Conchúir at Y-Space dance company during the I-dance Hong Kong festival 2014. We 
researched what ‘detachment’ and letting go of habitual patterns meant to us, especially 
when encountering a new place/home/culture. Below the movement clips and appendix XIV 
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shows my researcher notes in which in I explain in text how the movement explorations 
added to my knowledge of ‘deconstruction’.  
  
‘Detachment’ poem and dance  
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gy2x6quz3-g (with spoken text)  






Cognitive behavioural therapy falls short in addressing loss and release fight/flight energy 
that got trapped in our nerve system leaving us with a continuous feeling of darkness and 
helplessness. It does not get to the place in our physical system where deep memories and 
experiences are stored. To reach this level, is like unpeeling an onion which functions as a 
protection shield to hide the wounded self from the outside world. Expressive arts (rhythm, 
voice, movement) are means to help unpeel this onion and uncover our unconscious beliefs, 
because it asks to act intuitively, by-passing the cognitive filter we normally use to adapt our 
responses to that what is perceived as (relatively) normal.15  
 
The deeping in understanding loss, grief, and what it means to be a ‘refugee’, will be taken 
forward while collecting data and writing the other empirical chapters about the refugee 
situation in Hong Kong, traumatization, the options of moving from loss and deconstruction, 




                                                      






CHAPTER 6  
 
‘Delving into Liminality’ 
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CHAPTER 6 ‘Delving into Liminality’ 
Introduction 
The previous chapter dealt with the first phase of a rites-de-passage transformation process 
and was explored through the personal experiences of the author. The knowledge and 
insights gathered by making myself an object of research and analysing my own pathology 
has been taken forward and engaged while interacting with the Nepali minorities in Hong 
Kong and other individuals and groups I worked with. During those interactions the Life/Art 
Process was engaged to reflect on “being a refugee, taking refuge, and (re)establishing a 
sense of home and belonging”.  
This chapter will explore the second phase of ‘rites-de-passage’: liminality (Van Gennep 1960; 
Turner 1969). Anthropologist Edith Turner (2012) calls liminality “a doorway stage” or a “time 
of process in action” that is generative in nature (p. 168). The liminal period is experienced 
as anxiety-provoking, where the old no longer is, and the new has not yet arrived (Van 
Gennep 1960: 10). Rituals bear the function of “protecting the vulnerable individuals who 
are passing through them, and giving the others, the witnesses, a way of behaving in the 
presence of the instability in the social group that these changes would otherwise create” 
(Beels 2007: 427; Haywood: 80). With therapy aiming at the restoration of a person from the 
groundwork of mere human existence, to the experience of embodied being in the world 
with others, it can be seen as a ‘rite of restoration’.  
  
More specifically, this chapter deals with (1) the loss of a (former) life that happened in the 
(Nepali) refugees home country and (2) the refugees ways of coping with the situation while 
being in a ‘betwixt’ state of liminality. The data is based on fieldwork done in Nepal in 
2007/2008, updated through desk research, and by working with Nepalese women in Hong 
Kong in 2015/2016.95 In terms of structure, research sub question 1a will be addressed in 6.1: 
what are the living conditions of the refugees residing in Hong Kong; what are the 
institutional constraints they face when seeking to get assistance; and how does their 
difference in background and experience in Nepal affect their current ethics in Hong Kong. 
Subchapter 6.2 goes into ‘liminality’ experiences of the Nepali women and other groups the 
researcher worked with. Section 6.3 are the conclusions.  
                                                      
95. For more information about the case studies I refer to chapter 3. Methodology. 
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6.1 Hong Kong as ‘Refugee Land’  
 
In the theory chapter I explicated that a ‘refugee’ according to the Article 1.A.2 of the 1951 
United Nations Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees (“the 1951 Convention”), is: –
“any person who owing to a well-founded fear of being persecuted for reasons of race, 
religion, nationality, membership of a particular social group, or political opinion, is outside 
the country of his nationality, and is unable to or, owing to such fear, is unwilling to avail 
himself of the protection of that country; or who, not having a nationality and being outside 
the country of his former habitual residence as a result of such events, is unable or, owing to 
such fear, is unwilling to return it” (United Nations General Assembly, 1951). The 1967 
Protocol relating to the Status of Refugees (“the 1967 Protocol”) expanded the concept of 
‘refugee’, including persons who had fled war or other violence in their countries (United 
Nations General Assembly, 1967).   
 
The United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) categorizes and recognizes 
people who do not fall under the legal definition of a refugee, but live in a “refugee-like 
situation” as “persons of concern”. “Persons of Concern” is a general term to describe people 
whose protection and assistance needs are of interest to UNHCR (United Nations High 
Commissioner for Refugees, 2014). It includes refugees under the 1951 Convention, 
returnees, stateless persons, asylum seekers and internally displaced persons (United 
Nations High Commissioner for Refugees, 2014). I went a step further by not only indicating 
the strict definition leaves out a lot of people living in a “refugee-like situation”, but referring 
to a refugee as someone that left their mother/land too early, or someone living in (partly) 
exile from their body because of an intense experience (Meyer 2007: 26-28, 126 – 128). 
Applying this definition makes it possible to look at being a ‘refugee’ in a new way. Also, it 
creates room for you and me, and for the Nepali community living in “refugee like conditions” 
to be included.  After all, many Hong Kong people were once refugees themselves. Between 
700,000 and 1 million refugees came to Hong Kong in the 1950s, eventually comprising one-





6.1.1. Hong Kong and the Vietnamese boat refugees 
 
After the fall of South Vietnam in April 1975, the communist took control over the country,  
creating a refugee movement, an exodus from Vietnam to Thailand, Malaysia, Singapore, 
Indonesia, Philippines, Macau and Hong Kong. More than 230,000 Vietnamese boat people 
arrived in Hong Kong throughout the 80s and the handover.96 The refugees chose Hong Kong 
since the city declared itself a ‘port of first refugee’ where no one would be turned away, and 
the city developed a reputation of having a comparatively generous immigration policy. For 
the ‘host countries’ costs were unexpectedly large, Hong Kong’s government for example 
spent approximately HK$ 4,900 million in taking care of asylum seekers from 1980 to 1995 
(Thomas 2000: 115). The ‘boat people’ were given three months after their arrival to Hong 
Kong to organize resettlement with a third country. However, Singapore, Malaysia and 
Thailand shut their doors. Hence, Hong Kong became the only choice for the Vietnamese 
boat people which were settled in camps.   
 
Aberdeen Harbour, Hong Kong 
When the western world later laid out its welcoming mat, many Vietnamese resettled to, for 
example, Canada, Britain, and the US. Also, Hong Kong’s 'voluntary' repatriation program 
sent about 60,000 Vietnamese back to their native land from the late 80s until the handover 
in 1997. In the Southern China Morning Post, an article of 2008 indicates “the Chinese 
                                                      
96.   The ‘handover’ refers the transfer of sovereignty over Hong Kong from the United Kingdom to the People's 
Republic of China, took place on 1 July 1997. The landmark event marked the end of British rule in Hong Kong. 
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government made it clear to the British it didn't want to inherit a refugee crisis”.97 2000 
marked the year when Hong Kong closed its last refugee camp Pillar Point, and 1,400 
habitants were issued identity cards. However, the story is not finished, the government is 
still in process recovering from the financial bill of handling the migrants. Critics say the 
experience still influences local policy towards refugees today.98   
 
6.1.2 Hong Kong’s current state of affairs 
 
Hong Kong’s legislative approach to ‘refugees’  
Under the Hong Kong Basic Law Article 154, the Hong Kong SAR government has the rights 
to develop its own law and policies concerning immigration issues (Hong Kong SAR, 1997). 
The Immigration Department is authorized to control the entry and decide the stay of 
protection claimants in Hong Kong. Moreover, the Immigration Department is responsible 
for the assignment of refugee status. Hong Kong has neither ratified nor signed the 1951 
Refugee Convention, or the 1967 Protocol (Chiu, 2012). This leads to a scenario where 
protection claimants may stay in Hong Kong for year and years, whereas they cannot get a 
Hong Kong citizenship since Hong Kong is not a host country (Society for Community 
Organization, 2013).   
 
Hong Kong has one of the smallest global refugee populations. There are only around 13.000 
people seeking protection here from countries like Sri Lanka, Burundi and Somalia. That is 
only 0.2 per cent of people in Hong Kong (Justice Centre 2016). Vision First, an independent 
organization advocating for refugees, speaks of an effective zero percent acceptance rate; 
one which saw just 28 successful cases out of 20,000 applications, that is exactly 0.14 %. 
  
 
A number of UN human rights treaty bodies, therefore, have consistently criticized the Hong 
Kong government and argued that Hong Kong should ratify the 1951 Convention and the 
1967 Protocol to adopt a more human-rights based approach in implementing refugee policy. 
                                                      
97.   South China Morning Post (2008), “Ethnic Groups in Hong Kong FYI: What happened to Hong Kong's 
Vietnamese refugee community?”, http://www.scmp.com/article/641644/fyi-what-happened-hong-kongs-
vietnamese-refugee-community 




Hong Kong not being a signatory of the 1951 Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees 
not only means that asylum seekers and torture claimants (collectively “protection 
claimants”) do not enjoy legal status, but also that they have no formal rights to welfare 
services in Hong Kong. Neither do they have the rights to work (paid or unpaid), and 
protection claimants must survive on $1,500 a month for accommodation and bags of food 
equivalent to $1,200, and transportation for $230 per month. In 2015, the United Nations 
Committee Against Torture noted that by denying asylum seekers the right to work, Hong 
Kong made them “live on in-kind assistance below the poverty line for long periods of time.” 
Rights advocates say this can lead to illegal work and criminal activity.99 
 
New Screening Mechanism & NGO’s filling the gap  
In March 2014, the Hong Kong Immigration Department (ImmD) rolled out a new screening 
procedure to assess claims by refugees and other people seeking protection. The mechanism 
brings under one process claims based on risk of return to persecution (refugee claims); 
torture; or cruel, inhuman or degrading treatment or punishment claims (CIDTP). These are 
now collectively known as "non-refoulement" claims which are assessed under a new 
screening system that the government has called the “Unified Screening Mechanism” 
(USM).100 The fact that the government did not choose to implement this system but was 
forced by the Court of Final Appeal, plays out in the system’s design being a “bare minimum 
of a system”. “The government provides as little information as possible to protection 
claimants and the public on these new procedures. These information gaps in themselves are 
a significant barrier to being able to access the system and are therefore particularly 
problematic”.100   
                                                      
99. http://www.scmp.com/news/hong-kong/law-crime/article/1918025/hong-kongs-refugee-claim-system-
leaves-many-tough-questions 
100. Justice Centre Hong Kong, Meeting the Bare Minimum. Hong Kong’s new screening process for protection. 
A      
stock take of the first months of implementation of the Unified screening mechanism for non-refoulement 
claims (2014), p 4. 
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Several non-governmental organizations in Hong Kong try to fill the information gap, and the 
other gaps in the system leading to a situation where the protection claimants are  
confused about and struggle with 1) the procedures how to file a claim. 2) surviving in Hong 
Kong on the humanitarian assistance package provided by the government while their claim 
is pending. One of these NGO’s trying to fill the gaps is the Justice Centre Hong Kong (Justice 
Centre) who offers mainly legislative aid, and for example began to offer its own information 
sessions on the USM to protection claimants in their own language. Some other NGO’s are  
Vision First, the Hong Kong Society for Asylum Seekers and Refugees (HKSSAR) and Refugee 
Union, who all advocate for the rights of refugees and provide assistance. With the HKSSAR, 
and its chairman Tariq I build a connection, and learnt a lot about the refugee situation in 
Hong Kong. Below images of the United Nations Refugee Day 2015, where the HKSSAR invited 
me to speak. In the photo below, it only shows the men involved that day. I wondered why 




Then there are religious based organizations and churches that provide humanitarian care 
(food and other one to one basic needs that are assessed) and spiritual support regardless of 
the protection claimants background: Crossroads Foundation, Inner City Ministry, Christian 
Action, and The Vine Church.  The latter served refugees since 2002, and they spend about 
$2,000,000 each year to help support over 250 refugees on a regular basis. It runs weekly 
fellowship groups for protection claimants in their own native languages, providing 
allowances and a weekly hot meal at the Church. Together with The Vine Church and later 
with Christian Action I ran expressive arts groups for refugee women, of which more will be 
shared later in this thesis. The people in the refugee community seem to know where to go 
for which services; I regularly met the same people interacting with the different 
organizations.  
Murgai from Christian Action, and Mr. Michael Chard (Refugee Pastor in The Vine) share that 
it is quite exceptional for churches to be involved in refugee care, but because of the 
approach the government takes, in Hong Kong the churches got more involved.101 Once a 
month there is a policy and service meeting where all NGO’s in refugee care meet, and 
quarterly there is a meeting for the spiritual bodies involved. The only ones that are missing 
are the Immigration and Social Welfare Department and the International Social Service 
Hong Kong (ISS-HK).   
                                                      
101.  Here I do not aim to argue that churches are not involved in refugee care in other countries. I aim to 
indicate that level of involvement seems higher compared to other countries. 
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6.1.3 Living Conditions 
The Hong Kong Welfare department provides only humanitarian welfare, no social welfare 
to refugees. “Welfare department is very specific about not extending its mandate to social 
welfare. There are no social welfare policies in place. This means there is no mental 
healthcare; only basic transportation, housing, food coupons, primary care (children can go 
to school) are provided for”, explains Justin Murgai, manager of Christian Action. He also 
indicates in an interview of September 2015 that there are many gaps in the care provided 
and there is a lack of communication between the different departments. For example:
  
➢ Refugees get food ingredients, but don’t get any stove provided.   
➢ Houses are provided but not the furniture  
➢ An injured lady gets a house for which she has to climb the stairs. Then she is directed 
to the hospital for one month to treat her leg. A lot of money is spent while she uses 
the hospital services. Better communication could have prevented this, and provided 
her of a house without stairs to climb.  
 
The situation sketched by Mr. 
Murgai is something I see in 
the drawing made and the 
stories told of the expressive 
arts groups I ran with refugee 
ladies. See for example the 
drawing below:   
 
 
The drawing was made as a response to an introductory ‘name game’ with a group of refugee 
ladies from Christian Action & the Non-Governmental Organization Rainlily.102 I asked all the 
ladies to not say their name but draw something that was related to their name or their lives. 
This lady wrote her name with a particular colour103 she associated with her ‘self’ and drew 
this picture. She explained the first thing that came to mind was that she was in chronic pain 
                                                      
102. This concerns an existing group run by Rainlily together with Christian Action, for which they asked me to 
come in and do several expressive arts sessions focusing on “well-being”. The group took place in May 2016 
with 8-10 ladies from different African countries, as well as from India. 
103. To keep the confidentiality, I cut her name off the drawing. 
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and was dreaming of a house where she could live on the ground level and not have to climb 
the stairs like the reality now.  
 
Ladies of a South Asian group (mainly Nepali and Sri Lankan ladies) I ran together with a team 
for The Vine Refugee and Asylum seeker, the reader was introduced to in the “methodology” 
and “introduction” chapters, reported on similar challenges where there seemed to be a lack 
of communication within the different governmental departments. The ladies explained to 
get food support, like rice, but they did not have a stove to cook, or to get a house provided 
without a matrass or any furniture.  
 
When I went to visit some of the ladies in their homes, it was heart-breaking to see the 
circumstances some of these young mothers had to survive in. Here are some lines from my 
researcher’s logbook:  
 
The first Nepali family I visit lives in the Kam Tin area and warmly welcomes me and comes 
to pick me up from the bus stop. The ice is broken easily as I still speak a bit Nepali and know 
a lot about Nepal. There is a small girl (baby) and a boy of 3 years old whom I have become 
‘friends’ with during the expressive arts sessions. He enthusiastically shows me the house 
which is simple but not in a bad state. I notice the photos of the mother, all dressed up and in 
make-up, on the wall. They make me Nepali food and stories are shared. Afterwards, the 
mother and son take me to a house of another Nepali lady, which they did not warn I would 
come to visit. I enter into a tiny house. Beside the hall way there is a small living room and 
one other room. There is trash on the floor and on the couch. The living room consists of a 
matrass right in front of the television and the couch, leaving no space to walk. Empty wine 
bottles are on the ground. The mother lays lameness on the couch and two children stare at 
me while playing at the mattress, which is clearly not the cleanest. Its early afternoon. A 
young Nepali who seems to be the mother’s boyfriend comes out of the other little room in 
his underwear. Dreariness is the word that comes to mind when watching all this and sensing 
the atmosphere in the house. The other Nepali lady proudly shares how after some months 
of letting this female Nepali friend into her apartment when she was hiding for an ex- partner 
that threatened to kill her, she found her friend this little house. “The ISS gives us a budget for 
monthly rent but not any furniture. We arrange it all ourselves. The couch, the television, the 
matrass. It is very basic but at least it is something”.   
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I felt it would be inappropriate to take photos at the moment of my visit. However, the 
following video and photos, I feel represent the atmosphere in the houses of the refugees I 







In 2014 and 2015 I interview and later start to work with some of the institutions in Hong 
Kong that try to fill the gap the Hong Kong government leaves unaddressed with their 
humanitarian welfare approach, in which social welfare is not provided. Justin Murgai, 
manager of Christian Action, and pastor Tony Read and Michael Chard of the Refugee and 
Asylum Seeker Ministry, explain that the different organizations active in the field of refugee 
care in Hong Kong each have their own speciality.104 Sometimes the welfare department 
forwards clients to Christian Action, but by the phone. Never by letter, and never with a 
stamp of immigrations.   
“There are improvements in refugee care”, according to Christian Aid’s manager. “In 2006 
the police could come in and arrest the client I was chatting with. They had no freedom of 
movement. There was no welfare, not even humanitarian. Now, in 2015, there is some 
humanitarian welfare (food coupons) and there is freedom of movement”. There are 
however also “bad developments”, with the immigration department sending out a report 
referring to Christian Action’s target group as “fake refugees”. This was picked up by the local 
press, which does not seem to have much empathy for the refugees and their situation. The 
local press reports influenced the community, which responded with putting up signs “don’t 
rent your house to refugees”. Murgai comments that the refugees are not the ones to blame, 
                                                      
104. See http://vcsl.org/ and http://www.christian-action.org.hk/index.php/en/our-programs/in-hong-
kong/refugees 
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but the institutions that put the policies in place. “It is not uncommon for people to have to 
wait for 11 years before they have their interview with the immigration department. Reports 
about unjust trails are widespread. I witnessed these stories first hand while talking to 
refugees or to the forerunners of institutions that provide services to refugees (like the Hong 
Kong Society of Asylum seekers and refugees). The following article also reflects on the 





6.2 Nepali Voices On Liminality 
The first time I walked into the Refugee Fellowship meeting105 at The Vine Church, I quietly 
sat down in the back. The 50 refugees already started their sharing with singing songs in all 
kind of languages. Apparently they knew the same songs each in their own language. It 
touched me, the dedication with which they were singing, but also that they were all “not at 
home” yet at the same time the songs and faith in ‘One heavenly father’ as they put it, seemed 
to provide them a non-geographically bound ‘home’.   
 
In chapter four, I shared how the civil war (1996-2006) in Nepal affected the women locally, 
including their stories of loss during or just after the conflict. Here, I will create space for the 
‘voices’ of the Nepali women for which the civil war was directly or indirectly a push factor; 
for example, those parts of The Vine Refugee Fellowship that moved to Hong Kong.  
 
As part of the ethnic minorities in Hong Kong, the Nepalese are quite a big group. They come 
as 6th on the list and number 16,518 people according to the 2011 census data. Registering 
all 451,000 “non-Chinese” people, to which they refer as “ethnic minority”.106 It is to note 
that this number only includes those known to the government, excluding many, especially 
those who are here undocumented and came because of direct or indirect consequences of 
the Nepali civil war (1996-2006). While the census data speaks of 6 % ethnic minority as part 
of the total population, other researches speak of 10 or 11 %.  Not all of the Nepalese came 
to Hong Kong with the Nepali civil war being a push factor. The Gurkhas for example refers 
to the Nepalese mercenary soldiers who worked for the British and Indian armies. The 
Gurkha soldiers were stationed in Hong Kong from 1948 to 1997. Although the Gurkha 
soldiers were retreated in the 1997, a large number of retired Gurkha and their offspring 
chose to live in Hong Kong and have strong ties to the geographical location of Hong Kong 
and especially of Kam Tin.107 Most of them live in Kam Tin, the area where the author decided 
to live for the last two years of her PhD research too, as to make it easy to get into contact 
                                                      
105.  Weekly The Vine Church are organized for the Asian and African refugee community. The Asian community      
counted about 20 to 30 regular visitors and the African community about 60-80 visitors. During these gatherings 
the group sings and prays together, shares their practical/emotional and spiritual needs and victories, and 
finishes the meeting with a meal. The travel costs to come to this fellowship meeting can be reimbursed. The 
fellowship meetings are part of a bigger support package The Vine Church is offering. See http://vcsl.org/ 
106.  http://www.had.gov.hk/rru/english/info/info_dem.html 
107. In conversations with first generation ex-Gurkhas in Kam Tin, they express that they helped the British to 
conquer the New Territories; “the handover of Hong Kong in 1997 was because of the conquest of Gurkha. If 
not, Hong Kong would still be in the hands of the Japanese” (Tang 2009: 45).       
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with the Nepalese. The area is by the Nepalese often referred to a “Second Nepal”, and I 
must say it felt like that some time. While walking from Shui Tau Tsuen to Kam Sheung Road 
MTR, it is easier to get a roti or samosa (Nepali food) in a store where I greet the shop lady 
with “Namaste Didi” (hello big sister) then take away (Chinese) dumplings.   
 
The handover in 1997 marginalized the Nepalese, like has been written about for many other 
groups as well.108 “Politically and socially the increasing notion of Chinese put the Nepalese 
and other non-Chinese ethnic groups in an embarrassed position as they increasingly felt that 
                                                      
108. Ku Hok Bun, Chan Kam Wah, and Karamij Kaur Sandhu, A Research Report on Education of South Asian 
Ethnic Minority Groups in Hong Kong (Hong Kong: Centre for Social Policy Studies, The Hong Kong Polytechnic 
University, 2005). Sung Hung Mui, Approaching South Asians in Hong Kong (Hong Kong, Master Thesis, 
Department of Cultural Studies. Lingnan University (Hong Kong), 2005), Chan, Chiyiu., Cultural Adjustment and 
Help-seeking Pattern of the Nepalese Youth in Hong Kong. (Hong Kong: Master Thesis, Department of Applied 
Social Sciences, The Hong Kong Polytechnic University, 2000.). 
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they can never be integrated to the society and treated as equal citizens” (Tang 2009: 5).
  
 The increased marginalization of the Nepalese had an effect on their position in the job 
market, where the Gurkhas were considered “brave warriors” with good status and skills, 
now most Nepalese are limited to “Nepalese jobs” in the security or construction sector, and 
complain the Hong Kong labor department is only focusing on the Chinese. In terms of 
schooling; 
 
after the handover, the Hong Kong government integrated a new patriotic hegemonic state 
project for the indoctrination of the national identity. […] In this specific context, the “Non-
Chinese Speaking Students” were discriminated against and often stigmatized as trouble 
makers and a burden which needs special support. Few schools were willing to accept NCS 
due to additional resources needed (or only if when they did not get enough Chinese students 
who applied) (Tang 2009: 160). 
 
This distinction between the Chinese and non-Chinese is also reflected in the legal system.109 
In my research I will not focus on the Gurkhas, first or second generation, but on the Nepalese 
that fled directly or indirectly because of the Nepali Civil War. I agree with Nicole Constable 
regarding (Nepalese) ethnic minorities (including the protection claimants) that previous 
studies overemphasize that ethnic minorities in Hong Kong are “passive victims” of 
discrimination and difficulties.110 For the protection claimants, they are in a more vulnerable 
position then the Gurkhas with a permanent residency and work possibilities. Nonetheless, I 
connect to Tangs opinion and research findings that the Nepali community shows agency 
regarding making their ‘new place’ into a home, “a second Nepal” as heard so often while 
operating in Kam Tin (2009). Also, what seems to be missing in the researches on ethnic 
minorities and specifically of the Nepalese is their voice, their thoughts on post-colonial Hong 
Kong and the challenges they face, their every day life experiences. That is why this chapter 
will include their perspective on being in liminality between their Nepali and Hong Kong 
                                                      
109 For instance, the Basic Law of Hong Kong excluded the rights of non-Chinese in various ways. For instance, it 
disallowed non-Chinese nationalities to be one of the top twenty three official positions in Hong Kong and 
required them to return Hong Kong every three years to extend their citizenship, while a PRC citizen permanent 
resident never loses the right of abode in Hong Kong merely by living abroad (Barry Sautman, “Hong Kong as a 
Semi-Ethnocracy: “Race”, Migration, and Citizenship in a Globalized Region”, in Remaking Citizenship in Hong 
Kong, 2004,125). 
110.  Nicole Constable, Maid to Order in Hong Kong, 1997. 
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home, and on “making a home” or ‘reinventing home’ as I have started to entitle this process.
  
6.2.1 The Journey 
Going back to those Nepalese that did come with the conflict being directly (due to insecurity 
and violence) or indirectly (due to the economic circumstances that worsened during the 
conflict) the push factor, the journey to Hong Kong was not an easy one. Let me highlight this 
statement with two stories that I found most striking out of all responses:  
I arrived in Hong Kong when I was 13 years (now 27 years), someone took me from Nepal to 
Macao to work cause of the bad circumstances in my country. The journey was very risky. 
First to Bangkok, then to China, and the most dangerous part was with the speed boot from 
China to here. There were about 17 people in the boat and then the water went up to our 
chest. At that time (14 years ago), the situation was like this… when the Chinese police caught 
you in the boat, they would shoot you (Respondent 1).  
 
My husband comes from Pokhara (city in the heart of Nepal) and was with the security forces 
in Nepal, from 1991 onwards. He fought against the Maoists in the civil war (1996 – 2006) in 
Rukum and Rolpa. After the signing of the Comprehensive Peace Accords in 2006 he had to 
leave the country. His brother was with the Maoists, so the family fall apart, and it was 
impossible to return home. My mother cried so much but we had to go. He worked in 
construction works in Macau, then for the army in Libya and then he came to Hong Kong. 
2010 was our last visit to Nepal, we had to leave our son behind. That was very very hard.  
We put him to sleep early. He did not want to. So then we sent him to an uncle, but then they 
ran away. My son suffered so much that he got a fever. I felt so bad, and cried and cried. He 
said to me on the phone: “You don't love me. Why do y leave me here?” I told I would come 
to visit him, but there is no money. Now that some years past, he says: ´You are a lair”, and 
my mother heart breaks. We want to have him here, and work on this (with a local refugee 
advocate organization (- red.) (Respondent 2).   
 
I noticed that experiencing ‘deconstruction’, for the Nepalese, but also for other protection 
claimants I worked with, seems to lead to a heightened alertness to possible loss, and being 
left alone. Respondents referred to this phenomenon in the following way: “It is always the 
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same: something is build-up, and then all of a sudden it stops, and we are left by ourselves”, 
or: “swimming in a sea while I don’t know how to swim really”.111  
Within the South Asian refugee group I ran weekly for the Vine Church in 2015 (see image 
below) one Nepali lady reflected on the heightened sense of danger and darkness in the 
following drawing (see below). Her explanation 
was “I am in the middle (yellow dot). All there is, 
is darkness (black surrounding the yellow). It 
feels so heavy inside. The darkness are the 
institutions. It is frightening me. I am all alone. 
If I dream I see the Himalayan Mountains (green 
circle around). I can still feel them, the flowers, 
the peace, and space. But I cannot reach them”.  
 
The facilitator’s and group’s follow up to the sharing of this drawing was to “become the 
deconstruction”, “to become the black”, and by doing that collectively in our movements and 
art making, she was no longer alone within the darkness. The darkness also started to carry 
less weight. We ended with a group movement part section where we worked with reaching 
movements to reach from the 
blackness to the green Himalya 
peaceful feeling and inhale that 
feeling. “The darkness” in terms 
of the institions and their 
regulations did not change, but 
we made a first step for the 
perception towards it to be 
transformed. With the support 
of the group she was able to sit 
in the heaviness which had 
formerly frightened her to the point of being overwhelming. Sitting into something while 
                                                      
111  Respondent of an expressive arts workshop for refugee women I ran in Hong Kong for Christian Action and 
Rainlily (NGO) in 2016. This response was given in reaction to the group considering to take a summer break.  
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having enough resources and support empowers, because it takes away the feeling of being 
helpless and overhelmed. One of the ladies reflected on the session with the words “My heart 
feels lighter. Please come again, this is good for my body (the exercise) and my heart”. 
 
6.2.2 Chaos in liminality 
The most interesting findings about people’s lives and their perspectives often come through 
doing things together with them and meeting them on a more informal base than for an 
interview. By using this approach I became familiar with the liminality experiences of the 
Nepali ladies. Sometimes I would go to a Nepali restaurant or attend fellowship meetings, 
refugee gatherings (formal and informal); and just to chat and listen. Or I would travel 
halfway home with the Nepali women after the expressive arts group had happened to spend 
some more informal time with them. Below two stories that for me resembled the 
challenges and opportunities of the Nepali refugee women best, not just the facts but also in 
terms of how they experienced things:   
 
1. Ratna, later 20s, lives in Kam Tin112  
After one of the expressive arts therapy session, I travel together with Ratna. While both 
pulling her big trolley (with food provision) bought from her red and green coupons, Ratna 
starts to share, in no particular time order. In her stories the chronological order or details 
were sometimes absent, something which is characteristic for recollecting and remembering 
intense and traumatic experiences. In the meantime I experience together with her how 
difficult it is to get the trolley home, together with her two young kids and having to take the 
cheapest and a challenging public transport route.113  
 
ISS gives you a case manager: some are not nice, they are really rude when they speak to you. 
They might cut down on food supply. We get green and red coupons. With the red coupons 
you can buy anything you like: chocolate, pampers. With the green ones only basic food items: 
rice, juice. Some ‘Welcome’ supermarkets do not give you what you are supposed to be able 
to get, then you have to go to several supermarkets to try.  
 
“Nepali people are all bad people: they gossip”. I was also a bad person. I already went 
                                                      
112. This is not her real name. 
113. Travel only gets reimbursed from the ISS if the protection claimant travels the cheapest route.  
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through so much, that it is difficult to stay positive. I try. And follow a Christian program 
(discipleship)! The first husband I married was a drug addict. He did not take care of us. 
Sometimes I had nothing to eat, only 15 dollar in my pocket… .and my children complained. I 
felt so bad. One time my oldest was so hungry he ate all the pickle (sent by my mother). He 
(the husband) beat me so badly. And also my son and daughter. He tried to kill me, and put a 
knife to my throat. He threw a knife to my baby. I ran away from him. He now lives in Jordan 
(a neighbourhood in Hong Kong). I have a fake Facebook image and profile to protect me. My 
children still remember him and tell me they do not need a liar, or a daddy. They are happy 
just with me. My daughter of 3 years still remembers her father putting a knife to her throat. 
  
 
I love the oldest (a boy of 5 years) so much, he has been always with me while I went through 
all this stuff. I know I have to bring him to school, but have not done so.114  
 
My ex-husband lost my child’s papers. So my daughter has no birth certificate. That means 
you cannot get medical help. She has got stitches in her head, but I cannot go to let them 
take it out. Sometimes she says “mommy I have so much pain”. Also, sometimes I slap her 
on the head even with her stitches, I don’t know why. And she says “mammie you hurt me”. 
People tell me not to do it. 
 
2. Deedee, late twenties, married, 3 children of which 1 still in Nepal 
In the spring of 2015, I visited a women’s night where some of the women from the South 
Asian refugee group also come. The theme had to do with “letting go” and we listened to 
other women’s stories regarding the subject. At the end we reflected on the stories by 
creating a little art work. I spent informal quality time with the Nepali ladies, listening and 
watching how they interacted with the theme. In the end one of them is massaging the back 
of Deedee and something goes wrong. Deedee is in so much pain that she cannot walk 
anymore. While the lady that massaged Deedee is gone to the toilet, Deedee explains that 
she has a lot of back issues, sometimes less, sometimes more.  Often she just continues 
because otherwise, “who is taking care of the children”, and “how to finance the 
treatments”.  She gives examples of how carrying a child or other house holding and child 
                                                      
114. Other organizations that know this family, spoke critical about Ratna keeping her child at home, while he 
should be going to school. 
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caring tasks are difficult, and how she suffers then. In the end the organization organizing the 
women’s event asks and pays for an ambulance to bring her to the hospital. The lady who 
caused the pain, without intent, takes care of the children of Deedee. She apparently feels 
so aroused that she gets drunk and does not show up at the expressive arts therapy session 
the next morning.   
 
Through other connections in her network I hear how her husband, who was with Nepali 
security forces and fled Nepal, gets drunk often, fights and loses money, jobs and work 
offered because of this behaviour. I also hear how she is continuously bleeding, even while 
her birth delivery has been one and a half years ago.   
 
Reflection 
The stories above show some of the challenges (health, financial, security, etc.) the Nepali 
refugee ladies experience while being in liminality. Amidst these challenges they find 
different ways to cope: drinking, keeping a child of school age at home (safety net), slapping 
and impulse control loss. I recognize Tang’s words who researched Nepali (women) in Hong 
Kong when he phrases that the Nepali women need to juggle between the “old cultural 
values” from Nepal, and the new situation in Hong Kong they face. He puts meat to the bones 
of his argument through a case study of a Nepali female that works two jobs, cause her 
husband and two sons cannot find a job, but still needs to do the household tasks (Tang 2009: 
100).  
 
6.2.3 Disassociation & re-inhabiting the body landscape 
Chapter 2.3.1 ‘The ontology of women wellbeing and trauma’ dealt with the development of 
traumatology as a field of study and psychiatry as a discipline in Europe. Studies focused on 
hysteria amongst females, discovered something hugely insightful for what later would be 
labelled a ‘disassociation’, a trauma symptom (Van der Kolk 2015: 181-183). Jean-Martin 
Charcot, Pierre Janet and Sigmund Freud were some of the pioneers in neurology and 
psychiatry that discovered that trauma was at the root of hysteria, and in particular the 
trauma of sexual child abuse. Charcot conducted meticulous studies of the physiological and 
neurological correlations of hysteria between both men and women, all of which emphasized 
embodied memory and lack of language. He published a report on the matter based on a 
case study of a patient named Lelog, who developed paralysis of the legs after being involved 
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in a traffic accident with a horse-drawn cart. Although Lelog fell to the ground and lost 
consciousness, his legs appeared unhurt, and there were no neurological signs that would 
indicate a physical cause for his paralysis. Charcot discovered that just before Lelog passed 
out, he saw the wheels of the cart approaching him and strongly believed he would be run 
over. He noted that “the patient does not preserve any recollection […] he knows nothing or 
almost nothing”.115 Janet was the first to point out the difference between ‘narrative 
memory’ (the stories people tell about trauma) and traumatic memory itself. For example, 
he used the story of Irene, who cared for her mother, and after she died she continued caring 
for someone who was no longer there. She remembered too little and too much. On the one 
hand Irene seemed to have no conscious memory of her mother’s death (she could not tell 
the story of what happened). On the other hand she was compelled to physically act out the 
events of her mother’s death. Janet treated her for months and reflected on this process with 
the following words “she recovered her memory and the emotions attached to the event” 
(Van der Kolk 2015: 181). Janet coined the term ‘dissociation’ to describe the splitting 
off and isolation of memory imprints that he saw in his patients. He also wrote about the 
costs of keeping these traumatic memories at bay; unable to integrate their traumatic 
memories, the patients “seem to lose their capacity to assimilate new experiences as well. It 
is as if their personality has definitely stopped at a certain point and cannot enlarge any more 
by the addition or assimilation of new elements”.116 Traumatic memories are precipitated by 
specific triggers, for Irene this was seeing the bed of her mother, that threw her right into 
traumatic re-enactment. When one element of a traumatic experience is triggered, other 
elements are likely to automatically follow. This downward spiral over which the traumatized 
person feels to have no control is why patients are often afraid to feel their bodies, or to go 
into emotional topics. 
 
Many females I worked with, including the refugees in Hong Kong/the Netherlands and 
sexual/ physical abuse victims in Columbia, China and the Netherlands, went through 
extreme loss and traumatic events seem to be little present in their bodies. If they make 
reference to their bodies, it is more often negative and belittling than positive. On the one 
had they lived in exile in their bodies, on the other hand they lived outside their bodies, freed 
from it. These elements are intertwined, they feed each other. The theoretical explanation 
                                                      
115. A, Young, harmony of Illusions, See also J.M. Charcot, Clinical Lectures on Certain Diseases of the Nervous 
System, vol.3 (London: New Sydenham Society, 1888). 
116. P. Janet, Psychological Healing (New York: Macmillan, 1925), 660 
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of this ‘dichotomy’ is that the part that was hurt lived like an child in exile inside their system, 
while other parts were created in self-defence to prevent the hurt part from being felt and 
triggered.     
 
Van der Kolk mentions “most trauma-sensitive people need some form of body oriented 
psychotherapy or bodywork to regain a sense of safety in their bodies. What most people do 
not realize is that trauma is not the story of something awful that happened in the past, but 
the residue of imprints left behind in people’s sensory and hormonal systems. Traumatized 
people often are terrified of the sensations in their own bodies”. 117  And exactly this is why 
they do not reside in their bodies anymore. It is almost as if the bodily home lost its owner, 
something which the dance movie ‘The Silence’ resembles well:  
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=LsFQhGYDSOE 
 
I remember one of the Nepali ladies expressed about another lady “she was very slim and 
proud of herself 10 years ago. Now she is fat and she does not care”. In the meantime, the 
lady she talked about suffered emotional and physical abuse and got several children from 
different men. She expresses herself: “Now I just wake up, put my cloth on, and do my hair 
in a ponytail and leave. I am fat and lazy. I like your classes… they are good for my heart and 
body”.  In her ‘raw’ way of expressing things, she verbalized how she did not care about her 
body anymore, and re-builds a more positive relationship with her body. Yet, getting from 
dissociation to connection is a long term process that does not happen overnight. Let me 
illustrate this process of dissociation and long term process of association through a story of 
a sexual abuse victim, Maggie118, I worked with through my expressive arts coaching practice 
in the Netherlands. She attended a yoga group I was leading, that was not deliberately 
focussed on therapy. However, since my work was based on themes and with an ‘on the mat 
off the mat’ approach, the aims and effects were regulation of emotions and sensations, 
grounding and stabilization. 119   
 
Maggie, mid-twenties  
Maggie had been sexually abused as a child. As a body-mind coordinator of the health centre, 
                                                      
117.  Yoga and the Emotional Body, Yoga and Post Traumatic Stress Disorder. An interview with Bessel Van der 
Kolk, http://www.traumacenter.org/clients/maginside.su09.p12-13.pdf 
118. This is not her real name. 
119.  For more information about the “on the mat, off the mat”- approach, in which everything which is 
experienced and learnt on the mat is taken into the world, see here: http://www.offthematintotheworld.org/ 
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I started a new series of classes in mindfulness and yoga in 2010. I mixed expressive arts 
coaching/therapy principles and practices with the yoga practice, in my teaching. While she 
started to attend the classes from 2010-2014, she was in a state of dissociation, being 
emotionally overwhelmed, isolating oneself from the outside world, and not functioning well 
in her studies. Often Maggie spent hours a day under the shower to ‘clean herself of a feeling 
of dirt that did not seem to be able to be washed away’. Her body was a source of pain, with 
the intense and traumatic memories she went through not being neutralized.   
In class, she would be physically present, but did not inhabit her ‘body home’. Parts of some 
classes she lay in silence on the yoga mat while her tears were streaming down. Sometimes 
she left earlier. Engaging with her body, meant images and past experiences (sensations) 
would come to the surface, not only those she remembered, but also new ones stored in the 
unconscious part of her body cartography/landscape. Back bends, where one opens their 
heart and releases the head/neck to bow backward, made her sick and her breath stocked in 
her throat. After one year, she joined the tea ceremony I had started after class, where we 
dialogued about our lives, and the theme of a class, which could be ‘trust’, ‘comfort’, ‘chaos’ 
or any other theme. I also noticed she was able to direct her body and muscular system better, 
while she joined most of the psychical movement exercises. I noticed she draw strength from 
me and the rest of the group witnessing her in her movement development and the steps 
forward she made to win back her sense of ‘ownership’ of her own life. [when people are in a 
state they have lost contact with their body/being, they often can only ‘feel’ themselves 
through the presence of the other that acknowledges their existence… for example in a simple 
act like tea drinking and being together].   
 
After 1½ to 2 years, the practice of extra showers during the day stopped, and I noticed she 
was making more and more effort to connect to different parts of her body and nerve system 
through engaging her breath. The movement and breath was not yet synchronized, like her 
life was in a state of ‘feeling in control’ and capable of picking things up like her studies, to 
entering the movement space turned inward in an emotional state of helplessness. After three 
years her breath and movement were well connected, and she challenged herself to engage 
with the themes of the class on an emotional level. Her life became filled with more human 
connection and friendships and while preparing for a thesis research to finish her studies, she 
also started to ask where she could learn how to teach movement, breathing and other 
expressive arts coaching tools to run classes like I did.   
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After 3 to 4 years she graduated for her university studies, and in class dared to move into 
physical touch with others while doing yoga partner work. Her eyes changed over the course 
of the years, from ‘non-present’ and ‘helpless’ to ‘vibrant’ and ‘cheerful’, almost as if she 
‘challenged you in a gentle way’. In the summer of 2014 she sent me photos of a vacation 
with a boyfriend. Not only did she inhabit her ‘body-house’, she seemed about to relate to 
other ‘body-houses’ in an intimate way, where touch got a different and positive connotation. 
In the same year she started a yoga teacher training, and after the summer of 2014 when I 
moved to Hong Kong for my PhD, she took over the group she had been part of, replacing me 
as a teacher. During 2015 when I returned to the Netherlands, I would incidentally be present 
in the classes and offer teacher coaching. It was an emotional experience, remembering how 
she came into the class in 2010 and seeing her gently inviting others to engage with their 
bodies as a teacher. 
Van der Kolk stresses that “some trauma-sensitive people can feel frightfully unsafe 
experiencing the sensations that are evoked by certain asanas”. I noticed this as well, where 
people would for example start to feel noxious with backbends that asked a person to lift up 
their hearts, open their chest and surrender while leaning backward into the unknown. Why 
is that? Van der Kolk explains that when we use physical techniques like qi gong, tapping 
(Emotional Freedom Techniques), chanting, and Yoga, we open ourselves up and 
psychological imprints are activated. If the problem with PTSD is dissociation, the goal of 
treatment would be association; integration of the cut of elements of the trauma into the 
ongoing narrative of life so that the brain can recognize that “that was then, and this is now”, 
that feelings are not infinite but finite (Van der Kolk 2015: 183; Levine 2014: 351).120 “The 
challenge is to learn how to tolerate feelings and sensations by increasing the capacity for 
introspection or sitting with yourself, noticing what’s going on inside - the basic principle of 
meditation. They need to learn how to modulate arousal. Trauma-sensitive people have their 
sense of time thrown off and think something will last forever. Their challenge is to learn how 
to notice what is happening and how things can and will shift, rather than running away or 
turning to alcohol or drugs to self-medicate”.117   
 
Yoga or other more dance and art related practices, teach us to pendulate between the 
unpleasant and pleasant, between different types of sensations. It invites people to work 
                                                      
120 Integral Options Care, The Body Keeps Score, Part 2, by Bessel van der Kolk, http://integral-
options.blogspot.nl/2013/12/bessel-van-der-kolk-body-keeps-score.html 
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with the sensations, to stay with them, explore them until “it is enough for that day”, or they 
dissolve or attention moves elsewhere. The example here is yoga and breath work, but any 
method that helps to stay with the arousal and build a ‘bodily container’ for it, lowers 
dissociation and a feeling of helplessness. It asks from the facilitator the awareness of how 
much can be asked from those in a session or class. Let me give two examples:   
 
1) During an expressive arts therapy session I ran for Rainlily, an organization in Hong Kong 
working with sexual abuse victims and ethnic minorities in Hong Kong, I noticed two African 
ladies who interrupted the session by constantly making jokes and “smart ass comments”, 
back and forth. Also one of them did not turn off her phone, and “escaped” on her phone 
(texting and calling) whenever the situation got too intense for her nerve system. While 
reflecting on these happenings with a long term facilitator of the group, we both reckoned it 
was a trauma symptom (avoidance) and coping mechanism and we would allow it for the 
time being, until the particular two ladies seemed ready to trust their bodies and sensations 
better. The recent step from just attending a group for socialization to going more deeply 
into emotional topics was enough for the moment.   
 
2) In the example of Maggie, given some pages ago, she needed the ability to be in the class 
or leave the class, to join the movement exercise or to simply lay at her mat. Only later she 
was gently invited to try and stay with unpleasant sensations just a little longer in the 
presence of the teacher, in the safety of a class room and class mates she knew well, and to 
breathe through the sensations. Van der Kolk mentions by keeping time as they stay in a 
posture for a limited amount of time, they get to observe that discomfort can be tolerated 
until they shift into a different posture. The process of being in a safe space and staying with 
whatever sensations emerge and seeing how they come to an end is a positive imprinting 
process (Van der Kolk 2015: 265-278). “Yoga helps them befriend their bodies that have 
betrayed them by failing to guarantee safety. Another important aspect of yoga is utilizing 
the breath. It’s very striking that there’s nothing in western culture that teaches us that we 
can learn to master our own physiology -solutions always come from outside, starting with 
relationships, and if those fail, alcohol or drugs. Yoga teaches us that there are things we can 
do to change our brainstem arousal system, our sympathetic and parasympathetic nervous 
systems and to quiet the brain.” 117  
 
Regarding the use of breath, there is one example that made a deep impression on me while 
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teaching yoga classes, not just for physical health results but also for mental health reasons. 
Breath brings oxygen to the human system, also those parts that we “disowned”, and helps 
regulate states of hyper arousal. During one of my classes in the Netherlands in 2010, a 
female joined with lots of physical/emotional complaints and a traumatic childhood. When 
she came in, I noticed tightness in her chest. The first time we went for “the fish”, a backbend 
that requires own to open its heart and trust while leaning backwards, she had a strong 
physical reaction and pulled back. I worked with her over the next weeks, not pushing through 
in a rigid was, but focusing on connecting the breath to the chest that had a blockage, staying 
present with the sensations that arose, allowing them in the safe space of the class room, and 
stopping when it was enough. After some weeks she was able to go for a small backbend 
without feeling overly aroused, nauseous, and with ongoing breathing (still shallow, but 
present). While I was in front of the class, I heard a deep saw and exhale coming from the 
corner of the class where she was located. Then tears followed. I let her be and noticed she 
released into the backbend more fully. After class we had a chat, where she told me her body 
told her a story she did not know existed. She said “while fully releasing my breath and body 
in the backbend, I realized I had not been able to breath and feel alive in my chest for a long 
time. I now realize, I was protecting my heart for more disappointments and therefore having 
this tight feeling in the chest, with my shoulders bent forward”.  
Another important element in ‘reinhabiting the body landscape’ is rhytm. Dr. Bruce Perry 
indicate that to regulate the brainstem, rhythmic and repetitive movement are the greatest 
resource (Dr. Theresa Burke; Roger Russell 2014). “If you want a person to use relational 
reward, or cortical thought – first those lowest parts of the brain have got to be regulated. 
The only way to move from these super-high anxiety states, to calmer more cognitive states, 
is rhythm,” he says. “Patterned, repetitive rhythmic activity: walking, running, dancing, 
singing, repetitive meditative breathing – you use brain stem-related somatosensory 
networks which make your brain accessible to relational (limbic brain) reward and cortical 
thinking” (2014). In the expressive arts therapy group for Nepali and African women I 
organized rhythm and repetitive movement were an important element of the group 
sessions: in terms of following one’s own breath which has rhythm, and moving to music with 
yoga and dance exercises which were connected to an overall weekly theme we worked with. 





In the South Asian group, their body perception was much lower than in the African group. 
They often referred to their bodies in a negative way and/or showed more symptoms of not 
relating to it. One example of using rhythm to reconnect to “pain parts” the ladies rather fled 
from, was through dancing their drawing to help them tolerate the feelings associated with 
the drawings, and come to new pathways and thoughts. For example, one season, I asked 
them for the ‘check in’ (first 10 min to collect all the individual energy and support them to 
check in where they are at the moment) to draw something that came up. One of the Nepali 
ladies drew a lonely flower, with lots of dark rain.  She explained that she did not like to feel 
as it was mostly negative. In that moment she felt very lonely, like being under heavy clouds 
that about which she could not do something. After all of them  showed and explained the 
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content of their “check in drawing” with the group, we placed them on the ground. Then, I 
facilitated them into a movement session, where the group ‘became the drawing’. For the 
lady with the drawing below, already this simple act, from moving to the rhythm of her 
sadness, not alone but with others, pulled her out of her overwhelmed and lonely state. After 
some time, our collective dance came to a climax, guided by the music. Then her daughter, 
started to skip hoop and lead the rest into a more joyful rhythm of dancing. It was beautiful 
to see how she showed her mother a new perspective regarding her “lonely flower” 
experience; the “rain” did not leave, but when moving in and towards these deep feelings of 
loneliness and suffering, they were dissolving 
and room was created for more light feelings. 
Also she showed her mother that feelings were finite.  
 
6.2.4 Contextualization  
In chapter 7 ‘reinventing home’ I will add a full reflection of our expressive arts therapy 
facilitator group (see image below) who worked with the South Asian Refugee group. Here, I 
will just touch on some elements, regarding the sensitizing expressive arts therapy to the 
Nepali women, which directly link with the topic of the Nepali women’s experience of 
liminality and (re)negotiation of their identity and sense of belonging. Identity is formed 
through a dialogical process, and constantly transformed within the community.   
 
In Nepal, the ethnic boundary was constantly reconstituted in dialogues with other castes. 
“After their migration to Hong Kong, however, the Nepali were in dialogue with the local 
Chinese majority and the caste lost its importance in these daily contacts. Most Nepalese in 
Hong Kong are from the Mongolian caste, including for example the following caste groups; 
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Gurung, Thapa, Limbu and Rai. They are considered the second highest category and one of 
the pure castes. While caste becomes less important in their identity construction, being 
Chinese or non-Chinese has become a means to negotiate their identity. This mechanism of 
distinction was only reaffirmed in Hong Kong’s post-colonial period from 1997 onwards with 
a greater emphasis on Chinese-ness. Although in a marginal position as “non-Chinese” and 
being a minority group, with an estimated 400-600 Nepalese living in Kam Tin, the Nepalese 
are one of the largest, most influential and visible ethnic groups in the area. In some of the 
villages in Kam Tin, they outnumber the local Chinese villagers. Living in a Chinese lineage 
dominated territory (of the Tang clan) strengthened the ethnic consciousness of the Nepalis 
in Kam Tin (Tang 2009).   
 
Kam Tin is considered the oldest settlement of Nepal, a strong lineage area. Lynne Distefano 
and Lee Ho Yin in their book “A Tale of Two Villages. The Story of Changing Life in the New 
Territories” (2003) indicate with an anecdote what the last sentence means in practice. The 
authors of this book were looking for Johnny Tang, the village leader of Shui Tau and Shui 
Mei Tsuen (part of Kam Tin), so they asked everyone where Mr. Tang lived and people smiled 
at them and said they did not know. Only later they found out that the majority of the village 
was Mr. or Mrs. Tang. Something I can confirm, my landlords, the shop keeper, the neighbors, 
they are all Tangs. And the Tangs keep up with their traditions, reaffirming their heritage and 
lineage, something I noticed the day of my arrival in the village. Dragon dances, incense 
burning for ancestors, food offering, house altars, yearly festivals to re-affirm the linkages 
with the ancestors and more. 
 
Me and my landlord (Mrs. Tang)  
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In November 2015 for example, there was the Dai Jiao festival (see images below), which 
takes place once in 10 years. A big bamboo theatre and statues of ancestral gods were made. 
All Tang relatives, also those living far away, came to Kam Tin to be part of the festivities and 
honor their ancestors. Every oldest son of each Tang family was dedicated to certain deities. 
121  
 
The inferior position in the lineage area and the conflicts with the local Tang gave the 
Nepalese a strong sense of distinction with a clear ethnic boundary drawn between them 
and the local Chinese, especially the Tang lineage members based on the domination in terms 
of local politics and regarding the local resources and the living patterns. “Nepalese living in 
Kam Tin led to a sense of ethnic distinction that does not exist in Nepal” (Tang 2009: 12-15). 
In a way, the Nepalese in Kam Tin became part of the same distinct group as me (an expat 
from the Netherlands), that is the “non-Chinese”.  On the other hand, the majority of the 
Tang Chinese in Kam Tin had a particular opinion about the Nepalese people as part of the 
“non-Chinese” living in Kam Tin: the Chinese lineage members regard the Nepalese as an 
inferior ethnic group and refer to them in terms like binlao (Filipino men), heigui (“black 
ghost”), gangyingyunie (“the evil remnants of British colonial government”) (Tang 2009: 
59).122  
 
                                                      
121.  Choi Chi-Cheung, The Jiao Festival: The Festivals and the Local Societies of Hong Kong. (Hong Kong: Hong 
Kong Joint Publishing , Co. Ltd., 2001) 
122. Of course there are exceptions where lineage members were more positive regarding the Nepalese people 
in Hong Kong. 
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The Nepalese did not only physically establish their community as “Second Nepal”, but 
mentally gain a sense of being Nepalese. As a result of their daily experience and new 
necessity of drawing a boundary between themselves and the Chinese majority, the 
Nepalese identity emerged (Tang 2009: 10-15). Arguing that the Nepalese identity is in 
making in post-colonial Hong Kong, is not the same as arguing that their identity then 
becomes fixed, that would be downplaying internal diversities.123  Some studies overlook and 
generalized the Nepalese as a universal group, while identity is transformed and internally 
discussed within the ethnic minority group. Pnina Werbner on Manchester Muslims and Lok 
C. D. Siu on Chinese in Panama note, that “this internal confrontation and factions reflects 
the changing meaning of identity and the process of identity negotiation within the ethnic 
groups”.124 Internal transformation grants new meaning of ethnicity, and leads it to 
strengthening of the sense of belonging to an ethnic group.  
In Kam Tin, the internal diversity is reflected in the division between the Nepalese Christians 
and non-Christians. By adopting the moral code of Christianity, the Nepalese Christians adopt 
the Christian identity, while giving new meanings to the Nepalese identity (Tang 2009: 12,13). 
Because of the importance of faith in their (re)negotiation of identity and belonging, a 
substantial part of the reflection on the South Asian expressive arts group will pay attention 
to the role of faith. Another internal diversity that is present, concerns the second generation 
Nepalese, who are often local born and some have not even visited Nepal. They may not be 
familiar with the Nepalese traditions and customs but considered themselves as Nepalese.  
For the  Nepalis that converted to Christianity, they do not only adopt a new religion but also 
the social identity, understanding about persons, spirits and social practice. In other words, 
they also accept the cosmological and moral assumptions of the Christian church. Of course 
this does not happen overnight, as cultural believes and practices are deeply ingrained. I 
noticed the liminality in this process of leaving their animist, Buddhist or Hindu based 
practices and beliefs feeding their sense of identity, towards adopting the Christian 
cosmology and practices. The Nepali ladies I met and spent time with often shared they do 
or say things they know were not in line with Christian practices and believes and therefore 
                                                      
123.  Fredrik Barth, “Introduction.” In Ethnic Groups and Boundaries: The Social Organization of Culture, 
Difference,  
Fredrik Barth, ed. (London: Allen & Unwin, 1994), 9-38.  30Debra 
124.  Lok C. D. Siu, Memories of a Future Home: Diasporic Citizenship of Chinese in Panama (Stanford, California: 
Stanford University Press, 2005); and Pnina Werbner, The Imagined Diaspora among Manchester Muslims: The 
Public Performance of Pakistani Transnational Identity Politics (Oxford: School of American Research Press, 
2002) 
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want to learn more about Christian theology. “Nepali people are bad people; they gossip a 
lot. I used too also, but now I am doing a discipleship course at Church to work on my 
behavior”.  
 
Whereas much is written about conversion to Christianity of the lower caste enhancing their 
position in society in Nepal, as “a strategy of denial of or escape from low caste status”, by 
contrast conversion negatively affects the social status in the eyes of the Nepalese in Kam Tin, 
Hong Kong (Tang 2009). Conversion to Christianity both leads to advantage and 
disadvantages. In terms of advantages, it helps the Nepalese to extend their networks with 
the Chinese community in and outside Kam Tin: they are invited to Christian events, they 
take care of each other’s children, and they provide housing to each other. In short they get 
access to Church support (financially, spiritually and emotionally). However, conversion is 
seen amongst the non-Christian Nepali community as a ‘not honorable’ or even polluted 
behavior, it endangers the status of the individual amongst their family, and the whole family 
amidst the Chinese. For the non-Christian Nepalis, the Nepali festival Deepawali and other 
festivals play a crucial part in the Nepalese efforts to organize their own community in Kam 
Tin, “to renew and strengthen their kinship and friendship networks with both Nepalese in 
and outside Kam Tin. And this collective action helps to create a sense of belonging to the 
Nepalese community in Kam Tin” (Tang 2009: 71). Most festivals entail honoring other Gods 
then the monotheist belief of Christianity in one God, so the Nepali Christians often refrain 
from celebrating.  
 
That the cosmological and moral assumptions did not change overnight, when the Nepalis 
turned to Christianity, was specifically noticeable regarding fatalism. The anthropologist Dor 
Bahadur Bista writes about fatalism in Nepal; the belief in a cosmologic order, where the 
Gods determine fate.125 In the Nepali language this comes out as the often used expression 
“Ke Garne”, meaning “what to do, the gods determined everything already”. In Nepal as a 
country you notice this belief to have a lot of impact for example when you take the bus. The 
drivers often drive reckless and lots of busses crash in the hilly mountains. When you ask the 
driver to go slower, he might respond with “ke garne… if they gods decided this bus will crash, 
it will, there is nothing I can change about it”. In other words, it leads to people not being 
fully responsible for their actions. In Hong Kong, some of the organizations’ personnel 
                                                      
125.  Bista, D.B (2001), Fatalism and Development. Nepal’s Struggle for Modernization. Patna (India): Orient 
Longman Ltd.   
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working with Nepali people, Christians or non-Christians Nepalis, would express “they have 
a big head. It is as if they don’t think”. One example to clarify such statements was: they 
might organize a big community party but do not calculate the costs, because “it will be taken 
care of”. So after they might contact my organization to ask if we can help to cover the huge 
bills”. In the expressive arts group I ran, I could notice a clear distinction between the African 
and the Nepali ladies. While traumatized women from both groups suffered from feelings of 
being overwhelmed and helpless, the Africans showed more self-leadership and pro activity.  
 
In sum, while trying to make their “Second Nepal”, their new home, they seem “loosely 
organized”, referring to their lack of shared religion, leadership or ethnic association. The 
difference with the Pakistani and Indians, who are in Hong Kong for four generations, is that 
the Nepali community is a mixture of “fresh arrivals” (those fled during or after the Nepali 
civil war) and second generation Gurkhas, whose parents were stationed in barracks in Kam 
Tin to fight on behalf of the British, born in military hospitals in Hong Kong, who studied in 
Nepal and returned after their studies. While the Nepalis are already a minority group in 
Hong Kong, their marginalization deepened in the post-colonial period when there was a 
heightened focus on “Chinese-ness” and they could not depend on Nepali associations. The 
Gurkhas are often mistrusted, as both Tang and myself found out through interacting and 
interviewing people. These factors weakened the bargaining power of the Nepalese in 






This chapter focussed on the Nepali refugee women in Hong Kong for which the Nepalese 
civil war (1996-2006) was one of the push factors to leave Nepal and move elsewhere. 
Highlighted were the challenges they run into while being in a phase of liminality; having left 
their old and familiar place and status, and how they cope and (re)negotiate their sense of 
identity and belonging. I emphasized how their difference in caste and religious background 
effected their current ethics and position in Hong Kong.  
 
The Nepalis in Hong Kong are one of the bigger minority groups. In the post-handover period 
(after 1997), the increased emphasizes on Chinese-ness further marginalized the Nepalese. 
The latter applies to all minority groups, however it can be said that this is more noticeable 
for the Nepalis as they are loosely organized, they have no collective voice to pressure the 
government.  Also, the Nepalis mainly settled in Kam Tin, northwest of Hong Kong Island, a 
strong lineage dominated territory where the Tangs dominate the local resources and 
politics.  The historical roots of them dominating the area as a minority group lead back to 
the Gurkhas who fought for the British and had their army barracks in this area.  
The Hong Kong government only offers humanitarian support and no social support to 
refugees, meaning no money is allocated to the large amount of refugees that suffer from 
traumatic symptoms to get mental support. There are gaps in the system, where different 
government departments are not communicating well with one another, which causes 
inefficiency in care provision. Also, as Hong Kong did not sign the 1951 Geneva Convention 
or the Refugee Convention, the UNHCR in Hong Kong is responsible for determining refugee 
status claims. Most wait for years, if not left in limbo forever, while they are not allowed to 
work, study, etcetera. These refugees survive on kindness of fellow refugees and the 
generosity of charitable intervention by NGOs and churches. Once refugee status is 
established, refugees are resettled in a third country since Hong Kong Government does not 
recognize their legal refugee status. 
In this process of waiting, the Nepali women seem vulnerable to end up in abusive 
relationships, and destructive coping behavior (numbing, alcohol use, losing impulse control). 
Dependency, helplessness and dissociation as trauma symptoms deepen and/or become 
difficult to change due to the fatalist “Ke Garne” mindset.  When moving from Nepal to Hong 
Kong, caste becomes less important to negotiate one’s social status, and religion more so 
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(Christian or Non-Christian and practicing a mixture of religions that can be found in Nepal: 
Hinduism, Buddhism and Animism). Even when converting and taking over the Christian 
cosmology and practices, the  fatalist “Ke Garne” mindset stays. Seeking help and support 
from an external spiritual source, is emphasized in the cosmology of Nepal dominated beliefs 
as well as in Christianity. Both cosmologies and their connected practices are not helpful to 
regain a “sense of self”, “to re-inhabit and connect to one’s body”, or to develop self-
leadership and agency. 
All the non-governmental organizations and/or churches who deal with refugees that I 
worked with, mention that the collaboration between those given more legislative care, 
spiritual care and emotional care is necessary and present. Government representation 
however is missing during these monthly and/or quarterly meetings. It seems important for 
the non-governmental organizations to stay within their field of expertise, and not to be over 
ambitious and reach into an area that is not fully their expertise. I noticed some poor aid 
delivery mechanisms and examples of organizations and institutes reaching beyond their 
capacity. More about this in chapter 7, where I will address how trauma is perceived in Hong 
Kong, and also research question 2 and 3:   
➢ How can EXA knowledge be adjusted to the local Hong Kong/Nepali setting when 
working with the Life/Art Process (movement, nature and imagery) to facilitate the 
reconciliation of war-traumatized refugees with self, others and the state?  
➢ How can local resources in Hong Kong/Nepal (stories, songs, Buddhist, Hindu and 
Taoist conception) feed general expressive arts therapy conceptualization and 
practices? 
 
I would like to close this chapter with some artistic reflections on liminality, letting go of the 
old, residing in the chaos of not knowing and finding new ways of moving forward. In 2014 I 
started a Hong Kong – the Netherlands art exchange (see www.reinventinghome.net) and 
worked with amateur and professional artists using authentic movement in 2015. The 
process included interdisciplinary art making workshops based on the Life/Art Process, with 
the following themes: ‘deconstruction’, ‘shake it till you break it’ and ‘delving into liminality’. 




On the next page the reader can find the artistic statement and summary of the performance 
entitled “Forge Portmanteau”. ‘Forge’ in the title refers that the new that forges itself to the 
surface and “portmanteau” in the title question what our ‘shared luggage’ is. All of the 
performers added personal elements and stories to the creation process related to the title. 
I flew in (from the Netherlands) my old wedding dress which was used for an installation of 
a ‘cocoon’ which was ‘unwrapped and cracked’ during the performance. The blindfolded 
tango referred to the feeling of being able to know intuitively what the ‘new’ is that wants to 
arise when we are in liminality, yet it might be more a feeling deep down, then something 
we can clearly see and name in the beginning. The certainty about ‘the new’, ‘the poiesis’ will 
grow when you dare to follow this intuitive tune, even when you have to move to it 
blindfolded. The tango is a dance of passion, which symbolized us dancing over the dormant 
seed that forged to the ground, until it is ready to become visible to the outside world and 




















Part of the ‘Reinventing Home’ team in 2015 
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FORGE PORTMANTEAU - Dutch Cantonese production  (Hong Kong 2015)  
 
 
Artist statement  
Early morning, late at night, earth wind and water collide 
The New starts to creep and crawl 
To forge its way to the surface of the earth 
Naked and blind we come into this world 
Our cultures, upbringing and personal histories make us see, what others  do not see  
What do you see? ‘Luggage-seeing’ and ‘new seeing’ 
How do strangers you meet on your journey 
arouse unpacking and unpeeling? 
What language does the unpacked and aroused speak? 
Where is its home, its port? 
 
Details: http://bit.ly/28K9XMf  
Artistic direction: Marloes van Houten.  
Choreography: David Leung, Mimi Loo, Marloes van Houten.  
With an interdisciplinary team of 15 performers.  
Video: https://youtu.be/Hg70obGzHx4 




















When a man has learned within his heart 
what fear and trembling means 
he is safeguarded against any terror 
produced by outside influences 
 
 
- I Ching, Hexagram #51 (circa 2000 BC)126 
 
                                                      
126 I Ching is the ancient Chinese Book of Change.  
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The title of this chapter refers to the last phase of the rites of passage process, re-
assimilation and reconstruction; in more poetic terms, I refer to this process with the term 
‘reinventing home’: renegotiating our identity, status, and connection with self, others, and 
our (new) environment to create a space/place that feels like home. I subsequently note that 
trauma transformation and working with bodily wisdom is more of a circular process than a 
linear chronological one, meaning that while in the ‘third phase’ regarding one area in one’s 
life, one could easily discover new elements and revelations that lead to another cycle of 
deconstruction – liminality – reconstruction.  
 
‘Reconstruction’ or ‘Reinventing Home’ is about becoming and about creating enough space 
to not merely exist and live in history. It is about new threads we follow, while residing in 
chaos and liminality that unravel themselves at a speed that cannot be controlled by an 
external force. We can only be awake. We can wonder. We can trust these new doorways like 
we trust snowdrops to announce springtime while winter is still what we see around us. 
Finally, we can keep on involving ourselves in play, the arts, and movement practices, 
supporting ourselves in uncovering new ways of building and of reinventing home. The Forge 
Portmanteau onsite performance shared at the end of chapter 6 showcases this forging of 
seeds, of ‘the new’ that lies barren at first, as is particularly, and quite literally, evident from 
1.54- 2.34 min. During the rest of the performance, this seed grows and is given impulses in 
terms of direction (through a song, through a smell, through a light, through dance partners 
with whom interactions take place) until it is strong enough to break forth and crack its shell 
(the moment when the dress is taken off). See  
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Hg70obGzHx4 
 
In chapter three I touched upon the Greek myth of Persephone, noting that Persephone, 
On becoming and, if you will, on reinventing home:  
“those individual and collective struggles to come to terms with events and intolerable conditions 
and to shake loose, to whatever degree possible, from determinants and definitions—‘to grow 
both young and old [in them] at once’ (Gilles Deleuze 1995:170; 2001). In becoming, one can 
achieve an ultimate existential stage in which life is simply immanent and open to new relations—
camaraderie—and trajectories. Becoming is not a part of history, ‘History amounts only to the 
set of preconditions, however recent, that one leaves behind in order to ‘become,’ that is, to 




Goddess of Spring and Rebirth, was the only one who could defrost the barren/winter ground 
and restore the arts (Jefferson, NC: McFarland and Company, Inc., 2002).127  This story teaches 
us that death is just a stage of new life. There is more we can learn from this story. Persephone 
was picking flowers when she was raped by Plato (Hades) and taken to the underworld. Facing 
great devastation, myths, fairytales, and other art forms offer us an implicit order, bypassing 
purely rational analysis and chronology to connect personal experiences of grief and loss with 
the collective experiences of humanity. Jung and Kerenyi (1963: 3) counsel us to let the image, 
in whatever artistic form, “stream out, in a ‘voice of its own’, that one does justice to not by 
interpretation and explanation, but above all by letting it alone and letting it utter its own 
meaning”.128 In practice this means to ‘be with’ one’s art creation until its meaning is 
unfolded. In Walter Benjamin’s terms this would mean allowing the fragments of memory, 
associations, to be the curated pieces of history that will later appear as a rich mosaic, a gift 
we can hand to the next generation. In the context of this chapter, I would also like to highlight 
the final element of Persephone’s story, the part where her mother Demeter curses the earth 
so that nothing will grow on it until her daughter is released from the underworld. Hades 
gives her a pomegranate seed to eat, a fruit of the underworld that ensures she will comes 
back. This is how Persephone returns and springtime is restored; however, for part of each 
year she needs to return to the underworld. Now she unites the forces of life, death, and 
transformation; she is the wounded healer for whom death and loss are familiar territory. 
Persephone is the one who can be present when others are thrown into the “darkness of 
death and loss”.128 She is an example of how greed for power and lust, leading to violence and 
grief, can be transformed into a gift. And she teaches us that going through loss and grief 
makes it impossible to relate to life or inhabit the world in the same way. 
 
This chapter wraps up all loose ends answering the parts of the following research questions: 
1b) How can EXA knowledge be adjusted to the local Hong Kong/Nepali setting when working 
with the Life/Art Process (movement, nature, and imagery) to facilitate the reconciliation of 
war-traumatized refugees with self, others, and the state? 1c) How can local resources in 
Hong Kong/Nepal (stories; songs; and Buddhist, Hindu, and Taoist concepts) feed general 
expressive arts therapy conceptualization and practices? 1d) When framing ‘refugee’ and 
being in ‘exile’ as describing a person taken from their motherland too early and living in 
‘exile’ from embodying their full potential, to which reflections on growth and transformation 
                                                      
127 A more extensive version of the Greek Myth of Persephone can be found in chapter 3. 
128 Thompson, B.E. and R.E. Neimeyer, Grief and the Expressive Arts. Practices for creating meaning, Chapter 57. 
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does this lead for the interviewed expressive arts therapists and artists? 
 
The chapter starts in 7.1. with a reflection by participating expressive arts facilitators on the 
South Asian women’s group they ran. 7.2 gives space to the voices of the practitioners 
interviewed in depth and/or worked with. 7.3 will be the conclusions. All subchapters focus 
on reporting the findings in regards to the need to culturally sensitize expressive arts therapy 
for the Nepali women and their context.   
 
7.1 Reflection on south asian exa women’s group 
 
The South Asian women’s group has been run at The Vine Church between May and July 2015 
by a group of four facilitators. From left to right in the image below: Jane Hui (social worker), 
Marloes van Houten (Expressive Arts Trainer and researcher), Christa Kwok (Dance 
Movement Therapist), Sui Ming Chu (Dalcroze teacher). What does the evaluation of our 
team and its endeavors to work with the Nepali women in Hong Kong have to do with the 
topic of this chapter; the reconstruction part of transformation emphasized in the 
‘Reinventing Home’ title? First of all, our team aimed to contribute to the transformation 
process and journey of the Nepali women who tried to make Hong Kong into their home. 
Secondly, with the cultural and disciplinary differences in our team of facilitators, we needed 
to be open, alert, and willing to negotiate our professional and personal habits and 
preferences regarding the use of the arts in therapy and community work. Together we 
addressed the challenge of ‘reinventing’ a space in which we felt comfortable enough both 
as individuals and as professionals who were part of a team; we then aimed to extend this 
‘safe space’ to the Nepali women we worked with. Below we will explore the successes and 





From the fall of 2014 till the spring of 2015, before starting the group, we prepared as a team 
from, building a relationship with The Vine Church and its refugee fellowship program. The 
photo above shows the team during a team-building activity. I was invited to the residency of 
the Dutch Consul General, as the Dutch National Ballet came to visit Hong Kong and the 
Consul General. Since I was allowed to take 5-10 people from my dance and expressive arts 
network with me, I invited our team to come along. After the summer, Christa was not able 
to be physically present due to work obligations; Carla Raes (a trauma counselor and visual 
artist) took her place. See photos below with Carla left photo together with me, and the right 






7.1.1 Differences based on disciplinary background  
During the team-building and 
introductory period, we discussed 
cultural and methodological differences 
and exchanged tools, practicing social 
work, dance movement therapy, and/or 
Dalcroze exercises with each other. It did 
not take long before we found out that 
there were not just methodological 
differences but also communication 
differences that came either from our cultural or disciplinary ‘backgrounds’ or from our work 
experience.   
 
We held an evaluation as a team right before the summer of 2015. In terms of discipline we 
found that the following points were the main differences; summed up below in a PowerPoint 
slide prepared for the 2015 International Conference of Expressive Arts Therapy, where we 
presented a workshop. I have also added a photo below of our team during the IEATA 





EXA stands for Marloes’ background in expressive arts. Musician/Teacher stands for the 
Dalcroze Eurhythmics method129 in which Sui Ming was trained, and Social Worker refers to 
Jane Hui. Christa’s background in Dance Movement Therapy, is not included, as she helped 
with the group sessions preparation but could not be present during its implementation or 
during the Expressive Arts Conference. To have a social worker in our team had added value 
because of the practical knowledge regarding the existence and the relationships between 
the different refugee care agencies. As in other areas, there is always politics involved and 
sensitivity when operating in the social work and therapy sector seems very important. The 
main differences between our disciplinary backgrounds were in the way we were used to 
preparing our sessions, the culture we created in the group, and the interactions between 
the facilitator/teacher and the group. As a social worker, Jane, noted the appreciative culture 
that I created with my Expressive Arts 
background: “something that touched 
me and I noticed is that you are always 
appreciative towards our team and the 
group”. She as a social worker was used 
to having a huge caseload and not being 
able to spend a lot of time with 
individuals while allowing the process of 
healing to unfold at its own speed. On 
the other hand, she found it to 
                                                      
129 Dalcroze Eurhythmics was developed by Emile Jacques – Dalcroze in Switzerland in the early Twentieth 
Century. Initially intended for conservatory students, it was soon used to train musicians, dancers, and actors of 
all ages to improve their artistic skill or as a therapy method. Dalcroze believed the synthesis of the mind, body, 




collectively build a framework and structure. In social work an assessment is made and plan 
of action is formulate. In the Expressive Arts Approach one focuses on ‘trusting the proces’ 
and “power sharing”, meaning that a session’s structure is built as a guideline that can still 
change according to the themes and needs that arise in the moment. If necessary for the 
process, suggestions of the group participants and changes in energy in the space/group 
dynamics are assessed; consequently, the program possibly develops in another direction 
then envisioned before. To react to the process in a flexible way is possible for an expressive 
arts therapist/trainer because of having a ‘tool box of methods and exercises’ ready to make 
the adaptations necessary.    
 
A dilemma arose, with regards to Sui Ming’s background in the Dalcroze method. Sui Ming 
kept asking me who the end responsible was. At the same time she would not just facilitate 
the parts of the session she was asked to but took over parts of others of the time, acting in 
a quite directive way. During a conversation, we found out that she was used to being more 
of a teacher rather than a facilitator of the process. In her teacher role, she gave the group 
movement and music assignments to teach them in a more conservative and directive way. 
When it came to positioning herself in front of the group, the Dalcroze method seemed 
deeply ingrained. Several times I had to reconfirm that I would be the end responsible party, 
as I had taken the initiative to start the group, yet when I asked the team for input, I wanted 
them to know that all of their voices were equally important. After this conversation she was 
able to let go more, and our collaboration in the preparatory process and in running the group 
became more natural and fluid.  
 
7.1.2 Differences based on cultural background 
Two of the cultural differences separating the Hong Kong based team from myself (trained 
in Expressive Arts and raised in Europe) were already briefly touched upon in the previous 
paragraph: communication and hierarchy. Regarding the communication aspect, the 
differences went beyond the directive/top down versus power sharing / bottom up 
distinctions stemming from the team members’ diverse disciplinary backgrounds. One 
privilege of living in another culture for four years is that you interact not only with your 
research participants but are also exposed to other groups, such as the dance, young 
professional, and other communities. This, along with triangulation through interviews with 
therapist practitioners (expatriates and locals) in the field, helped me to determine which 
differences in approach come from the discipline one is trained in as opposed to the culture 
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one is raised in.  
High culture versus low culture communication  
The meeting was over. My Hong Kong dance project partner Y and I walked to a place where 
we would have dinner. Over dinner Y looked at me and said: “You insulted Dutch project 
partner X. You can be fast in your wording, and I know you think quickly, but he also has an 
inner child. You were too sharp. No one likes his inner child to be hurt”. I replied: “X and I have 
known each other for a long time; this is our cynical and direct Dutch humorous way of 
interacting. It’s not breaking things down; it builds our bond. Why do you think he got irritated 
or hurt?” Y said: “I do not speak Dutch so I could not understand what you were saying. But I 
read bodies very well”.  
 
In the week that followed, I emailed X and asked if he felt uncomfortable during our meeting, 
and if so, I apologized in advance. X responded saying that he liked our meeting and did not 
feel irritated, hurt, or insulted at all. Y tried to decode nonverbal communication through the 
lens of his own cultural context, something which resulted in drawing wrong conclusion. This 
also happened the other way around, when I did not pick up on nonverbal communication 
or decoded signals in the wrong ways based on my Dutch background (see the stories in 
italics below). Even though I have traveled and worked extensively within and outside of 
Europe, I find my roots to be strongly based on the Judeo – Christian foundations of Europe. 
 
Story I  
I once asked one member of the South Asian Women’s Team to prepare some introductory 
games to share with the team next time we would meet. One of the other team members 
later contacted me and mentioned that “she got really stressed. It’s not our culture to say no 
to the person in charge, but she had not had much experience yet and felt pressured”. Later, I 
contacted the person concerned, and she was brave enough to open up. We found out that 
there was indeed a cultural difference; I saw us as a team with equal power to contribute and 
to raise issues. This did not mean I would not stand up as the end responsible if needed. I 
confirmed that I was really interested in hearing her opinion. Afterwards, she started to be 
more direct and share her opinion. Regarding the directness versus indirectness of 
communication, we ended up somewhere in the middle. Sometimes team members raised 
concerns themselves; sometimes their opinions reached me through another team member 
(more indirectly), or I took the initiative to informally inquire about their feelings and opinions 
individually, rather than expecting that they would raise their voices automatically and 
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directly themselves.   
 
Story 2  
“I have told you many times. It is really not the first time I have raised this issue”. I look at one 
of the Cantonese partners, who was part of an artistic project I led, with curiosity and 
amazement. “You have never spoken to me about this”. “No, but I raised it many times”, he 
responded. I deflate and feel punched in the stomach. Okay, I think to myself, this is one of 
those “I showed you with my nonverbal Chinese communication through my eyes and facial 
expression, and I missed it although I am considered and evaluated in my own cultural context 
as a sensitive and emphatic human being”. I respond to him saying “I am very sorry I missed 
out on you raising the issue. I am used to people verbalizing things in teams. Would you mind 
verbalizing your concerns?”     
 
To be honest here are so many stories I could quote. Tears come to my eyes, together with 
a tight feeling in my chest, a feeling of sadness and powerlessness. Not that I feel powerless 
in general; I like challenges and feel resourceful in resolving them, but I have also found in 
the last four years that the Hong Kong setting and Chinese culture is often the extreme 
opposite of my Dutch upbringing and values. Things I am respected for in my own culture 
(directness, proactivity, taking the initiative to pioneer projects or to take the lead in settling 
disputes) make a negative impression in the Hong Kong setting, especially as a woman. Also, 
a lot more is settled indirectly through the eyes and facial expressions, a typical type of 
nonverbal communication I have not been trained in to decode, even though I am trained as 
a yoga/dance teacher and expressive arts trainer in observing the physicality of people. When 
it comes to living and working in Hong Kong I have often felt like someone trying to cross a 
mine field while deaf and blind. On the one hand there seem to be protocols for everything, 
although people find informal ways to go around most of the protocols, so they are not as 
set in stone as they seem. On the other hand, there are a many unwritten agreements 
regarding behavior and communication which  are set in stone, and if you cross those 
boundaries, it is not easily solved or forgotten. In one of the informal conversations I recently 
have had with my Cantonese chiropractor (who was trained in the US), she mentioned that 
Hong Kong people take a long time before they trust another person, they do not easily let 
their guard down, and when you make a minor mistake, they will remember it for a long 
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time.130 […]   
In terms of the communication differences the American anthropologist Edward Hall 
developed the concept ‘high context’ versus ‘low context’ communication (Meyer 2014: 39-
44). In a ‘low context’ good communication is precise, simple and clear. Messages are 
expressed and understood at face value. Repetition is appreciated if it helps clarify the 
communication. In a ‘high context’ good communication is sophisticated, nuanced and 
layered. Messages are both spoken and read between the lines. Messages are often implied 
but not plainly expressed. On page 42 of his book gives an example of a Dutch executive in 
one of his classes that noticed his country to be a ‘low context’ country, however, he objected 
to the idea that there was no ‘reading between the lines’. When asked if a business men who 
communicates between the lines frequently is considered a good or bad communicator, he 
did not need to think long and replied “bad; that is the difference between us and the French. 
In the Netherlands, if you do not say something straight, we think you are not trustworthy” 
(Meyer 2014: 42). High context cultures tend to have a long shared history, with relationship 
oriented societies where networks of connections are passed on from generation to 
generation. Over the years people have become skilled in picking up each other’s messages 
while “reading the air” as Meyer calls it (2014: 40). In Hall’s scheme, China is placed on the 
far right (high context) and the Netherlands on the far left of low context culture. . 
 
To relate Hall’s concept of high and low context culture to the cultural differences we 
experienced in our team has supported me to develop an understanding of our differences. 
However, I only came across his concept after our team finished its project. I recommend 
other expressive art therapists working internationally to look into the concept and the 
practical implications regarding communication and conflict management. 
                                                      
130.  Here, I want to refer to the chapter 1.7 ‘The A/r/tographers’ Biases, Assumptions and Complications’, where 
I indicated ‘Eurocentrism’ as the fifth complication of this research. In relation to eurocentrism I wrote “addressing 
Eurocentrisme trauma conceptualization remains complicated while having a certain upbringing, being exposed 
to Eurocentric media, and having your first formation of world history with scarce exposure to the various 
scientific achievements of Indian, Chinese, Ancient Egyptian, Moorish or other Muslim thinkers. As best I can, I 
have tried to comprehend conflict impact from a local perspective by living in the cultural setting researched”. 
The longer I lived in Hong Kong and Nepal the more I realized how my upbringing in a North European Christian 
household makes me ‘a baby’ in understanding other parts of the world, including the Hong Kong, Nepalese and 
Chinese setting. Researchers and others reading this dissertation, who have been brought up in the Hong Kong, 
China or Nepal, might find my observations shallow and have much more detailed knowledge of things I can barely 
get my head around. All I can say as an art/o/grapher who views her dissertation as a ‘living document’ in which 
renderings are shared that will continue to develop after handing this dissertation in; I have chosen not to take a 
positivist stand where I act as if I am entering my research area ‘tabula rasa’ and as if I am able to observe the 
reality I encounter objectively. I have a certain lens through which I look at the reality I encountered, and my aim 
has been to be as transparent as possible about the lens I slowly became aware of. I invite readers to share their 
perspectives and there through deepen my awareness of this lens through which I view and try to make sense of 
the reality I research, in this case Hong Kong and Nepal. 
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Losing face & individual vs. collective society  
Another element playing a part in the aforementioned direct versus indirect communication 
is the fear of ‘losing face’ or making someone else ‘lose face’. ‘Face’ has to do with your 
reputation. ‘Losing face’ has an effect not only on your individual social credit and possible 
work assignments but also on your family and the community you are part of. Lee Ho Yin and 
Lynne Distefano in the book A Tale of Two Villages. The Story of Changing Village Life in the 
New Territories indicate that in Chinese culture, the individual only makes sense and finds 
meaning in the context of the collective (2002). It is sometimes thought that to keep the social 
harmony intact, at least on the ‘verbal surface’, seems more essential than raising individual 
matters that may negatively affect the social harmony, not just for the person concerned but for 
the community as a whole. Zhu and Han (2008) outline that recent psychological studies show 
strong evidence for the existence of cultural specific thinking styles and psychological processes: 
“Westerners hold an analytic thinking style that induces more attention to focal objects in a 
field, whereas Chinese hold a holistic thinking style that leads to more attention to a 
field or relationships among objects” (Nisbett, 2003; Nisbett & Masuda, 2003). The analytic 
thinking style entails valuing individualism and autonomy, but the holistic thinking style results 
in strong attention to relationships amongst object, ideas and people. Zhu and Hun stress that 
“most Western philosophers discussed the self by focusing on personal self-identity, whereas 
Chinese philosophers emphasized the relation between the self and others” (2008: 1800, 
1801).When the individual is subordinated to the collective of the group, the family, the 
community some issues might not be raised to ensure the social harmony. Some suggest this 
can be seen as a form of politeness and respect: two values that are high on the ladder in Hong 
Kong setting. The counter effect can be “chit-chat”, a term used in Hong Kong for gossip (issues 
are not raised directly but rather discussed with other team members). 131 
 
The cultural value system, when comparing my Dutch cultural heritage in relation to the value 
system in Hong Kong seems to conflict. ‘Honesty and transparency’ ranks highest in Dutch 
culture, where in Hong Kong I found ‘politeness’ and showing ‘respect’ to rank higher. Especially 
towards someone in a leadership position, even though one may have the aim and 
                                                      
131.  In my researcher’s notes I refer to these experiences of ‘chit-chat’ as quite shocking. I refer to this 
experience of never really knowing what people think as ‘walking on eggshells’ or ‘walking in a mine field’ 
where you do not know how to act wisely or how to protect yourself, but standing still is no option either.  It 
was difficult and painful for someone with my cultural background to learn that people you considered close 
friends or good project partners and colleagues might be positive and friendly but at the same time act and talk 
in an negative and opposite way to other people. I remember the first times that I was quite heartbroken but 
later hardened a bit, as I understood this was not always meant as personal and mean as it came across to 
someone with a Dutch background.  
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understanding that the team has a ‘flat and horizontal’ structure, I found that openly expressing 
one’s doubts, concerns, and suggestions does not happen easily in the Hong Kong setting. 
Sometimes we say, ‘When a boss in the Netherlands says, ‘We do it this way’, employees will 
respond with ‘But how about doing it this way?’ In my observation, it seems this will not easily 
happen in the Hong Kong setting even though an employee has  more expertise then the boss.  
 
Regarding ‘face’ and the preference to not discuss matters openly, but rather deal with them 
directly, as mentioned earlier, in our South Asian facilitator team we found middle ground. 
Regarding the artistic teams I was leading in Hong Kong / China (www.reinventinghome.net), I 
must say I am still in the process of learning. Most of the time, I try to go local and not discuss 
issues openly, but rather led them rest and later, for example, try to approach an individual issue 
with a team member by leading the group in an exercise meant to bring about a collective 
reflection on the particular issue. As an example, indirectly and through nonverbal 
communication I realized that a team member had alternative ideas as to the appropriate 
content of dance rehearsals. I did not approach the particular individual directly to ask why she 
did not express her ideas to me in person but rather chose to express herself indirectly with a 
negative effect on the group energy (eye rolling, sighing, etc.). Instead, I asked the group during 
a rehearsal debriefing if they had suggestions, and I asked her and some other members to lead 
part of the upcoming rehearsals so as to give them ownership in implementing their suggestions.
 132 More in general, I realized that all the books part of my academic and extra 
curriculum training related to conflict transformation emphasize the importance of; 1) taking 
responsibility for your feelings and making sure nothing is in the way to relate to the other 
person positively. 2) taking direct action so the negative feelings cannot linger and grow. 3) the 
action taken to be individual and involve a face to face conversation. Neither the academic 
conflict management and transformation literature nor the practical tools part of the trainings I 
attended are helpful in the Hong Kong setting. In fact, their work counter productive.    
 
Concerning direct versus indirect communication in the Nepali culture, most women I interacted 
with were in the South Asian expressive arts group. Here it must be emphasized that the main 
focus of this dissertation is on therapists using the arts, working within the context of Hong Kong 
                                                      
132. I would like to clarify that identifying that my Dutch heritage brought along other ideas in terms of 
communication and conflict resolution, does not mean I necessarily see them as better. I learnt a lot from the 
more indirect way of approaching things or sometimes letting things rest a bit more before getting back to it, 
instead of immediately jumping on things and having a one on one to solve a conflict. I find myself now act 
somewhere in the middle, asking Dutch people I interact with when there is a conflict or irritation if they allow 
me some time before getting back to things. It works de-escalating.  
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setting, and having to adapt their approach to the ethnic minority groups they engage with. In 
practice this means that more time was given to interacting with and interviewing nonverbal 
therapists than to working with the Nepali community in Hong Kong. The discrepancy between 
village life with more traditional norms and rapidly modernizing cities seems to be pronounced 
in China, Hong Kong, and Nepal. Villagers in Nepal would share stories indicating the presence 
of a moral economy, meaning that one would build credit through ‘good behavior’.133 This social 
credit could be used when in need, for example when your harvest was too big for your own 
family members to pick from the field. With one’s social credit and status at risk, individuals are 
less direct than in Dutch culture in expressing their discontent and openly seeking solutions on 
an individual basis. In case of social discredit, the person concerned will notice through not being 
included in village rituals or not receiving help when in need. The Nepalis in Hong Kong stressed 
that chit-chat and gossip were “a big thing” in their community and a phenomenon they had an 
ambivalent relationship with: “I do not like all that gossip, but I do not seem to be able to 
improve myself so easily”.134     
 
 
Body perception: ‘acceptables’ versus ‘non acceptables’     
 
One of the Hong Kong team members with whom I facilitated the South Asian expressive arts 
women’s group joined me to facilitate an expressive arts group for African refugee women 
(in cooperation with the NGO Rainlily).135 While we were doing a movement with music 
warmup, where there was some partnering work involved, this particular colleague stopped 
the group to deepen the explanation of the exercise. She expressed that every time the music 
stopped the women were encouraged to find one contact point (an elbow, the feet, the head, 
etc) with the other person. She then demonstrated this for several contact points including 
the buttocks. Her behind bumped quite firmly against the African woman’s bottom, after 
which she said “Ouch, be careful if your bum is quite big”. As the end responsible for the 
session, I felt really uncomfortable with her approach, which undermined the appreciative 
group culture and the safe space I had been trying to build together with the ladies. I also  
                                                      
133  ‘Good behavior’ such as helping others and not breaking the village laws. 
134.  Quote from one of my Nepali respondents in Hong Kong. 
135. Rainlily is a non-governmental organization in Hong Kong which works with sexual abuse victims and ethnic 
minorities. See http://www.rainlily.org.hk/en/  
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noted the African woman of concern did not join at the end in making the group evaluation 
drawing. She chose to write in her notebook individually.   
 
After the incident I debriefed with the Cantonese coordinator of Rainlily who had been 
present during the session. I apologized on behalf of my team member. The coordinator and 
I both concluded that the participant withdrew for a bit but later became involved again in 
the group dynamics and seemed to be able to deal with the negative comment. Our talk 
developed into a more general reflection on ‘body perception’ when working with Asian 
(Nepali/Chinese) or African women. We both noted, having lived in Hong Kong, Nepal, 
Europe, and the US, that to express that a female is ‘fat’ is acceptable in the Hong Kong and 
Nepali setting, but in the European/US culture it is considered an insult. It happens on the 
street between acquaintances or friends, but also in dance classes. Without shame a Chinese 
dance teacher slaps the belly of a slim teenager and expresses, “You eat too much cake, you 
have grown”, or to my Nepali translator, “We cannot wait for you, you walk slow because 
you are fat”. ‘Fat’ is an subjective term, as females who in a European or US context would 
be considered ‘normal or slim’ might be seen as ‘fat’ in Nepali and Hong Kong contexts. I have 
been shocked by how negatively the following women talked about their own or other 
female bodies; my female students at the Hong Kong based university, the Hong Kong women 
in my movement classes, and the Nepali ladies in the South Asian expressive arts women’s. 
“I am lazy, look at how fat I am” (Nepali respondent). “I have to get slimmer otherwise I will 
become a ‘left over’ female” (a female student who was a European size 34/36 maximum).136 
In the documentary link “The Marriage Market Take Over”, a Chinese mother publicly states 
about her unmarried daughter: “We always thought our daughter had a great personality. 
She is just average looking. Not too pretty, that’s why she is a left over”. The daughter, who 
is over 30 years of age, sits right beside the parents while her mother expresses her opinion 
and is seemingly hurt, saying later with tears in her eyes “I yearn for love, yes, I really want 
love”. In the second video, “From Iron Girls to Left Overs”, a ‘matchmaker’ from Beijing 
explains that there are very specific parameters for girls to have chances to find a partner, 
namely having never been married and being young (under 30 or better 25 years), about 165 
cm, and good looking. Hong Kong might be a bit more modernized, yet women need to find 
their way between the more traditional expectations and values and the other influences 
                                                      
136  A “left over female” refers to Chinese girls of 25 years and above who did not marry yet. These documentary 
shines light on the phenomenon “The Marriage Market Take Over” 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=irfd74z52Cw , and “From Iron Girls to Left Overs” 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=QarOjjKfseo 
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they are exposed to. It is certain that they are critical about their own bodies and those of 
others and that the beauty and cosmetic industry is a booming business in Hong Kong.  
 
Back to the ‘big buttocks’ incident in the Expressive Arts session: besides the difference in 
opinion about what is acceptable behavior when it comes to expressing one’s opinion about 
someone else’s female body, there was another element that I had to take into account 
before debriefing with my colleague. It comes with two stories: 
 
As I aimed to keep up my dance training while in Hong Kong, I took ballet and other dance 
classes besides my PhD writing. In one of the first ballet and contemporary modern classes, 
both my mind and body felt rather uncomfortable. Why? Feedback was given not in the 
format of positive encouragements like I was used to but through criticism and belittling 
remarks. My mind tried to translate this negative input into a positive internal dialogue. My 
body, however, responded more instinctually. Information no longer seemed to come in, and 
my internal shrank and it felt like I  froze. Exercises that I would normally perform acceptably 
without much thinking did not come out well anymore. My rather strong physical reaction 
showed me that I was used to being educated through positive verbal stimulation. In 
conversations with dance teacher friends, they either were not aware of their critical way of 
approaching students or they said, “That’s how we were taught ourselves. They need to grow, 
practice at home, and make more effort. I just want them to learn something”. In short, they 
had the best intentions and passed on what they had learned themselves. 
 
In my second year of PhD writing, I developed a friendship with a local Cantonese woman who 
had one son. Before each dance class we took together, we would go for food or a drink and 
chat about things female friends chat about. It became a weekly “girl date”. During one of 
the meetups, her son was present. In his presence she made negative remarks about his 
personality and behavior, although I knew from other stories and her nonverbal gestures that 
she loved him a lot. This was the first time I noticed parents making negative and critical 
remarks towards their children while in their presence. I felt for those kids. Were they used to 
it? How did they process it? Did they feel ashamed or stimulated to change? Many more times 
followed where I heard parents “encourage their children” through public criticism. When it 
concerned local people I was closer to, sometimes I opened a conversation about it. 
Sometimes, they acknowledged that it was an expression of love. They were worried about 
their children and whether they would succeed in Hong Kong’s competitive educational 
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culture and job market. Some who lived abroad for some time and experienced other ways of 
teaching and ‘encouraging’ were so open and honest as to acknowledge that parents might 
hide their own shortcomings  by blaming their children publically, to make sure they are not 
losing face.     
   
One might wonder whether it was just me, as a Dutch female researcher with my particular 
personality, who noticed this cultural way of “encouraging” and correcting through verbal 
and public criticism. I had the same question, so I started conversations with European, South 
African, Australian and American expats. Also, I initiated conversations with locals who had 
lived abroad and could therefore compare their cultural habits to other practices.137 All 
expats I spoke with about the matter recognized the issues I raised in the two stories above. 
Some of the local Chinese people currently living in Hong Kong, who had also spent some 
time abroad recognized and confirmed that ‘criticism’ by parents and teachers was the main 
method used to stimulate one to grow and develop.   
I decided to just make a light and brief comment about the ‘buttock’ issue to the co-
facilitator, taking the above two cultural differences in perception into account: 1) the 
acceptability regarding negative expressions of someone’s body and 2) “encouraging” people 
to grow, develop and learn through negative feedback and criticism. As an alternative to such 
tactics, I envisioned focusing more on deepening the talks and giving examples “by doing” of 
how to build an “appreciative culture” while running an EXA group.138  
 
Dance identity  
Panagiotopoulou’s work is quoted in the theory section; she suggests, for expressive arts 
theory and practice, that one thinks not only of a cultural identity when working with 
‘dancers’ from diverse backgrounds but also of a ‘dance identity’ in order to eliminate 
possible barriers between dance therapists and participants while opening up channels of 
communication (2011: 105). With the term ‘dance identity’ she aims to suggest to dance 
movement and expressive art therapists that they should engage with dance and movement 
known in the cultural settings in which they work (Hertzfield 1997; Panagiotopoulou 2011: 
105). In relating this theorization to the South Asian expressive arts group I worked with for 
this research, a holistic and cultural sensitive approach seemed necessary to understand and 
                                                      
137. I started conversations in the gym, in the park, in restaurants, or wherever I met people who seemed open 
to connecting.   
138 This ‘creating an appreciative culture’ had been practiced and talked about in our preparation as a team, 
however, considering the ingrained cultural patterns, it needed to be highlighted more.  
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relate to people’s war experiences and to journey with them in their trauma transformation. 
In chapter six I give examples of how the team of facilitators used imagery with links to the 
Nepali culture and geographical setting, for instance the Himalayan Mountains. What I 
remembered from living in the Nepali mountains is that men and women dance both 
together and separately. There are different dances for various festivals and occasions as well 
as for various ethnicities. The men sometimes move in ways that would be considered 
feminine in a Northern European or American context, using lots of arm and hand 
movements. See for example: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=tAq023HnL8M. Other 
movements involve a lot of physical strength, employing lots of leg bends and sometimes 
including sticks in the dances. See for example:  
 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_U_P3A-p2f4 (Tharu dance). One could conclude that 
it is culturally acceptable for Nepali men to inhabit a strong male energy and to behave 
accordingly.   
 
It’s the fall of 2007. After two days of walking from Khalanga (Rukum’s VDC, Nepal’s district 
headquarters) I reach the two villages I aimed at going to. It is also the start of the Dashain 
festival, with groups of men going around the area to perform in the villages and villagers 
themselves performing dances and other rituals that emphasize the family and community 
ties. The particular way of dancing is quite new to me; even though I am a dancer, I feel a bit 
insecure when they ask me to join in. After some time I do, and I try to keep up with the hip 
and arm/hand movements. There are lots of circling gestures.   
 
While running the EXA South Asian women’s group in 2015, I was happy to have practiced 
some Nepali dance in 2007/2008, and I sometimes asked the ‘dancers/participants’ or their 
children to initiate movements. This was to make sure we connected to their dance identity 
when enabling them to (re)connect to their bodies, if they had dissociated from them. One 
of the biggest differences observed while working with South Asian and Chinese 
‘dancers/participants’ is that I noticed with (elderly) Chinese ‘dancers/participants’ that 
there is no hip movement; there might be circles drawn with the knees or from the waist 
(keeping the hips in one block), but never are the hips engaged as a single entity.139 I talked 
                                                      
139 In 2013, I assisted Zvika Frank who worked in Guangzhou, Southeast China, with a group of local 
“dancers/participants” with all kinds of problematic past experiences (abusive childhood, borderline 
personality, developmental trauma, etc.). Later, I assisted Paulo Knill and Margo Fuchs while giving expressive 
arts training in Hong Kong for local people. Observations were made while running all kinds of movement 
classes as a core facilitator or assistant facilitator with mainland Chinese and Hong Kong people.   
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about this matter with Cantonese dance movement therapist and professional Rainbow Ho. 
She comments that the pelvic area is culturally inhibited, especially so for more traditional 
Chinese people who are raised and educated in a context where Confucianism has had a 
strong impact on their development. “They are taught to not move, to stand still, sit still, 
constrain their movement behavior which is considered to be more educated and elegant. 
The pelvic area is associated with sex and does not fit into the modest etiquettes and ideas 
Confucianism prescribes”.  
The last aspect that needs highlighting regarding ‘dance identity’ is that for the Nepalis as 
well as in the Hong Kong and Chinese setting, an individual approach did not seem to work 
well. A collective approach worked better; here we thought of the individual as being part of 
a group and finding their identity in relation to the collective. Moreover, collective rather 
than individual assignments were given. Also, in my collaboration with body worker David 
Leung and dance movement therapist Zvika Frank, I learned that a physical approach to 
psychological problems in the Hong Kong and Chinese context seemed to be common […]. 
Expressing ‘negative emotions’ is not something inhabited and may be viewed as having a 
negative effect on the social harmony or leading to a ‘loss of face’. As a result, personal, 
family, and team problems are not shared but stay hidden, which does not mean ‘the body 
does not remember’. Zvika Frank had a strong way of putting it: “If you want to succeed in 
the Chinese culture, you have to develop into a borderliner”. What he meant was that there 
might be strong emotions or needs under the surface, yet since there is no space for people 
to express these emotions they become cut off from their bodies and emotional life. It is, for 
example, not rare for a married women in the Hong Kong of Chinese context to attend an 
expressive arts group and not share the depth of what happens in the group with her spouse. 
‘Therapy’, in the Chinese context, is a loaded term. I do understand that the explanation 
regarding being more cautious and restrained in sharing personal emotions, can most likely 
be considered as a Eurocentric explanation. When placing the observations into a historical 
context another explanation could be that the focus of Chinese Traditional Medicine on the 
functionality of the organs and energy flow (qi) in relation to emotions, has had an effect on 
societal mind-set. For example, when there are psychological problems, that the first 
reaction is to look at the functionality of the organs and energy flow, and not so much on 
expressing the emotional stress.      
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Nevertheless, a physical approach, such as seen with movement practices (Qi gong, Tai Chi) 
and Chinese Traditional Medicine, seems to be a safe and non-loaded way to approach more 
holistic problems, including mental issues. In 7.2 I share the main outcomes for the 5 
practitioners with whom I cooperated.  
 
Touch 
“Touch precedes, informs and overwhelms language”, write Popa and Best in their article on 
the role and appropriateness of touch in expressive therapies like dance movement therapy 
(Classen 2005: 13). However, they also describe how in certain target groups and populations 
the “overwhelming effect” might be negative rather than positive. Rohricht highlights that 
there is a need for field-specific research into the positive (and less positive) aspects of touch 
which takes into account issues of power, gender, culture, and ability. ‘Touch’ was an element 
discussed with expressive arts colleagues working in Hong Kong/China and/or in Nepal and 
with the team that facilitated the South Asian expressive arts women’s group. What was 
brought up several times is that it seemed mainland Chinese and Hong Kong individuals are 
less used to and comfortable with touch. For example, in some cases they seemed less 
comfortable using touch as an element in movement with others. The Nepali women seem 
more comfortable with touch, and they naturally employ it in interactions with each other. 
In Nepal men holding hands, not because of their sexual orientation but because it’s a habit 
they grow up with to connect with others in this way.   
 
Why do I bring up the differences regarding the acceptability of ‘touch’ and the necessity to 
be sensitive towards it? We need an anthropological approach to Dance Movement Therapy 
and Expressive Arts Therapy in which we acknowledge and become aware of which forms of 
expressions and touch are acceptable or problematic. Let me give two more examples: in 
Vietnamese culture touching the head is an offense, while in Nepal, giving your ‘toilet’ (left) 
hand to people when greeting them is an offense, as is sitting in a circle with your feet pointed 
towards another (Brower 1983; Panagiotopoulou 2011: 102).140  
 
7.1.3 Religion & dissociation vs. embodied spirituality  
The last and rather important element we raised in our South Asian EXA group is the role of 
faith in the transformation process of traumatized women. This seems particularly relevant 
                                                      
140.  In the more remote villages of Nepal, toilets are certain spots decided upon by the community, out in the  
open air. To swipe after a number two they use their left hand and then clean it. 
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as some Nepali women convert to Christianity after arriving in Hong Kong (Tang 2009). There 
is much that can be said regarding the interrelation between Christianity and trauma 
transformation for Nepali women. I will only highlight the aspects I deem most relevant. In 
the hills of Nepal, most individuals are Animist/Buddhist, while in the plains they are mostly 
Hindu; just a small percentage of the Nepalese living in Nepal are Christians. Those that 
convert after arriving in Hong Kong do so for multiple reasons, for example, the 
understanding that they can find in God a father, a mother, and a home when the earthly 
home is no longer a solid or safe place. Connecting to Christianity does not automatically 




Previous researches show that conversion does not necessarily mean the complete 
abandonment of the original religion. In many cases, elements of the original religion exist in 
the details of Christian beliefs or practices. It can lead to the development of syncretism of 
Christianity. In the Island of South Pacific, people combined the beliefs of Christianity and 
ancestor worship and developed the cargo cult (Tang 2009: 8; Chidester 2000).  
 
Tang, in his thesis, mentioned that it is different for Nepali Christians in Hong Kong; when 
they convert they also attempt to blend in with the Christian practices and cosmology (2009). 
I also noticed amongst my Nepali contacts that there is a desire to stop engaging with rituals 
and practices that clash with Christian beliefs and to make an effort to change one’s own 
thinking and acting to be in line with Christianity. What is the effect of Christianity, trauma, 
and Nepali culture coming together? What we have seen in our South Asian expressive arts 
group is that when the notion of ‘having faith’ in God's providence141 comes together with 
Nepalese fatalism (Ke Garne’)142 and helplessness as one of trauma’s characteristics, it might 
prevent the ‘dancers/participants’ from building up healthy levels of self-reliance and taking 
responsibility for their own situations. There is another danger: within Christianity there is 
the tendency to focus on transformation through the ‘renewal of thought’ and the use of 
willpower to reach it.143 Trauma will be further suppressed rather than transformed, with a 
focus on willpower and cognitive control over one’s own story and behavior. With such an 
approach, there is no room for ‘dark emotions’ and ‘cruel stories’ to come to the surface, to 
see the daylight, and to go through a process of transformation: suffering from the ‘greed’ 
for power leading to ‘grief’, and when this experience of suffering is shared, welcomed, and 
processed, becoming a ‘gift’. To move from suppression towards acceptance of ‘dark 
emotions’ shame needs to be addressed.  
 
 
                                                      
141. Many bible versions and Christian sermons focus on not relying on one’s own wisdom and strength but on 
Gods providence. For example, 2 Corinthians 12 :9 and Psalm 3: 5, 6. I am not skeptical about this principle in 
general, for instance as seen in Anna Halprin’s views on spirituality shared in her book “Returning to Health”. 
Here, Halprin approaches spirituality as a resource for a process of resilience. Nevertheless, when people reside 
in the vulnerable mental, emotional, and physical state trauma brings about, I plead for caution as to directing 
them towards an external force to rely on when they are not capable (yet) of fully “existing”, being present in 
their bodies, feeling their own emotions, and having a (stronger) sense of self.   
142. ‘Ke Garne’ is a Nepali term, meaning something like ‘What can be done…the Gods already decided fate. It is 
something I cannot change anything about’. 
143. Philippians 4: 7, 8 talks about the renewal of one’s own mind to become “Christ-like”. How? To think 
(willpower)of all that is just, humble and righteous. It differs per church denomination; some are more focused 
on inner transformation and grace, others more on using your will power to stay away from sin.  
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In the methodology chapter I shared my perspectives regarding the ‘affect theory’ in relation 
to traumatology.144  Generally speaking, I am not an advocate when it comes to the affect 
theory and its contextualizing trauma. However, I do consider it relevant to discuss the need 
to make a distinction between guilt and shame, in line with the affect theory, in the specific 
case of contextualizing Nepali traumatized women and their healing journey in the context 
of Christianity. My critic on the “affect theory” is in line with historian Leys work, whom I 
quoted in chapter three. In opinion the affect theory seems “too much body all the time”, 
leading to a deepening of the Cartesian body/mind split.145 Another effect of the affect theory 
in relation to trauma is that of anti-intentionality, a shift away from the notions of ‘survivor-
guilt’146 and Freud’s unconscious. Instead of speaking about unconscious affect theory speaks 
of “memory without consciousness and therefore,  incorporated, body memory, or cellular 
memory”.147 Consciousness and the body are placed in opposition,  without a third category 
such as psychic reality or unconscious. The shift from mind /actions / intentions /what you 
do /agency to the body / affective experience / identity /who you are, means a move away 
from moralism but the anti-mimetic oscillation and focus on the body also run the risk of 
“perceiving trauma victims as wholly passive, without will or impulse” (Levine 2009: 72). My 
final critic on the anti-intentionalist approaches including the “affect theory”, is that it seems 
promising in terms of their focus on identity, however, there is the tendency to do so without 
giving that identity the standing of its own essence.   
 
I do consider it relevant to discuss the need to make a distinction between guilt and shame, 
                                                      
144. The affect theory is not about ‘affect, as in feeling and emotion, but defined as “pre-subjective force that 
operates independently of consciousness or the phenomenological concept of subjectivity”. See Leys, R. (2012). 
Trauma and the turn to affect.  Cross/Cultures (January 1, 
2012).  http://connection.ebscohost.com/c/essays/84027057/trauma-turn-affect 
Alford, a professor and trauma expert from the university of Maryland writes “Affect is emotion disengaged 
from narrative convention. Affect is raw, unmeaningful, premeaningful emotion, Untied down emotion” (2016). 
Eric Spouse comments “An affect is a nonconscious experience of intensity” (2005).  
145. Alford, C.F. (2016). Affect Theory and Trauma Theory. http://www.traumatheory.com/affect-theory-and-
trauma-theory/, Retrieved 18 February 2017. 
146. ‘Survivor guilt’ refers to feelings of guilt for having survived a life-threatening situation when others died. 
Recently ‘survivor guilt’ has been categorized as a component of PTSD. But it is shame, not guilt, that relates to 
PTSD symptoms. Thus, survivor guilt is not guilt but shame as a consequence of having lived when others have 
died. Herman in the essay "Post traumatic Stress Disorder as a Shame Disorder" (in Shame in the Therapy Hour, 
ed. Ronda L. Dearing and June Price Tangney (Washington, DC: American Psychological Association, 2011), 
shows parallels between the experience of shame and trauma aligned with current DSM V categories of post-
traumatic stress and dissociative disorders. 
147. Clough, P. and J. Halley, eds (2007). The Affective Turn: Theorizing the Social.  Durham, NC:  Duke University 
Press, 2007, 6. 
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in line with the affect theory, in the specific case on contextualizing Nepali traumatized 
women and their healing journey in the context of Christianity. The PhD research of Arel 
entitled “Interpreting shame: affect, touch, and the formation of the Christian self”(2015) 
shows the necessity to distinct guilt from shame in the context of Christian theology and 
traumatology. Arel writes   
 
The recent developments in affect theory prompts me to consider how Christian language 
confuses and conflates shame, guilt, and other affective experiences configuring “shamed” 
bodies, thereby interfering with attachment.”[…] Christian rhetoric not only shapes minds but 
also bodies. The idea that rhetoric “shapes speech” is not new, but recent attention in the 
theological reception of the work of Michel Foucault and Pierre Bourdieu turns to rhetoric to 
think about how it uniquely shapes Christian bodies. Turning attention to the creation and 
repair of ‘shamed’ bodies reveals that shame becomes interred, or stored in the body, and 
therefore functions maladaptively in the formation of the Christian self.   
 
Being raised in a Christian context myself, I recognized Arel’s writing about guilt being seen 
as a response to wrongdoing, and theologically relating to sin, remorse and forgiveness, Here 
within, “shame is subsumed under or concealed by these terms in theological language”(Arel 
2015). In terms of the effect of when not making a distinction between guilt and shame Arel 
mentions that theological discourse, Christian texts and practices fold shame into rhetoric 
about guilt obscuring the impact of forming ‘shamed’ bodies. When reflecting on what is 
needed to ‘repair shame’s toxicity’ Arel puts the finger on the sore spot  
 
Theological literature typically considers shame either as a psychological malady or as a result 
of the traditional Christian damnation of the body originating in the Fall. When disease and 
damnation are the starting points for a text on shame, the primary aim of the author is often 
to address ways that pastoral theologians can treat shame to help people overcome or defeat 
it. I move away from notions that shame be overcome, defeated, even healed if that means 
its eradication and instead, press a need for shame to be faced and accepted.[…] Shame must 
be uncovered, faced, and addressed. Shame is not simply something to be overcome by 
positive affect or eradicated by treatment modalities, as it exposes the self at its most 
vulnerable; that is, socially in relationship to another person, and theologically to God. 
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To come back to the question ‘How do Christian theology and praxis, trauma, and Nepali 
culture relate?’; without a distinction between shame  and guilt, shame might deepen in 
the case of traumatized women who already have experience shame and do not have a 
positive relation with their bodies. Shame might be further supressed when influenced by 
Christian rhetoric; 1)  in which shame is concealed by the notion of guilt, 2) and with the 
earlier explained focus on the‘renewal of thought’ and thus use of willpower to reach the 
transformation.148 ‘Shamed’ bodies will not change through the use of will power and 
‘renewal of thoughts’, what they need are for the shame to be identified for what it is, and 
for the negative experiences and feelings related to shame to be embraced and be accepted. 
On this matter, Arel starts her dissertation with a powerful quote: “Not everything that can 
be faced can be changed, but nothing can be changed until it is faced”.149 
 
Besides the focus on willpower there is the tendency in Christian theology and practices to 
search for an anchor point only in something outside of the body (in God). Here it’s important 
to note that dualist thinking was part of the intellectual climate of the early Church. Many 
founding fathers of faith (Clement, Origen, Augustine, Aquinas) inherited the legacy of dualist 
thinking. As a Christian who works with the body a lot (as a yoga teacher, professional dancer, 
and expressive arts trainer), numerous times I have come across attitudes that emphasize the 
following: “The body cannot be an avenue of pursuing knowledge and truth” [… ] ”we are to 
wait in holy anticipation” “The body distracts from the Word”. The body is treated as 
unconnected to our souls, minds, and hearts, whereas in the Jewish tradition (where the 
roots of Christianity lie), body, mind, and souls are one (Snowner 2004).   
 
Does Christianity do a bad job concerning trauma? Some churches and Christian institutes 
with counseling services possess relevant knowledge of how spirituality can be a source of 
nourishment and liberation. Just like a secular society might find it challenging to 
acknowledge the role religion can play in the ‘worlding’ and resilience of people, so Christian 
institutes and academic circles find it difficult to embrace the ‘soma’ (body). Being 
comfortable in one’s body seems to be a first step to go anywhere. One must first ‘have a 
body’ before one can take it somewhere and teach it something. Here I also consider the 
                                                      
148. Philippians 4: 7, 8 talks about the renewal of one’s own mind to become “Christ-like”. How? To think 
(willpower)of all that is just, humble and righteous. It differs per church denomination; some are more focused 
on inner transformation and grace, others more on using your will power to stay away from sin.  
149. James Baldwin, accessed February 2017, http://www.goodreads.com/quotes/14374-noteverything- 
that-is-faced-can-be-changed-but-nothing. 
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Christian notion of free will given by God; extrapolated on, this means They cannot relate to 
places of our body landscape (inner world) where we do not relate or connect to ourselves. 
A question that comes to mind is: How can I exist in this world, how can I exist in front of my 
community, how can I exist and stand before God, if I do not exist at all? Touch and movement 
were some of the primary modes in which we learned about ourselves and the world when 
young (Van de Kolk 2014; Halprin 2002). When we have ‘lost parts of self’, the best vehicle to 
engage with these parts is the same old methods as when we first came to this world.150
  
In short, placing too much attention on an external force for transformation can deepen the 
following characteristics of trauma: helplessness and dissociation. Especially when working 
with traumatized Nepali people, this is something to take into account. A focus on the body, 
physicality, breath, and touch can coexist alongside Christianity and Nepali cultural roots. 
Awareness of the challenges and possibilities seem to be the way forward. In this regard, I 
have come to appreciate the following books as a resource to help with finding a way to work 
within a Christian setting, like the South Asian expressive arts group run at The Vine Church 
in Hong Kong, while still keeping a focus on the body: Christian Practical Wisdom: What It Is, 
Why It Matters (Bass, Cahalan, eds. 2016) and Theology of the Body (Pope John Paul II 2008). 
In the former, the chapter entitled “spooning”, for example, describes how the use of touch 
the author engaged in with her children and husband taught her more about love and other 
core values in Christianity than she could have learned by engaging only her mind. She 
concludes: 
 
nowing involves a mode of circular reasoning, interweaving physical sensation, monetary 
cognition, behavior reaction, and a physical sensing and intellectual reading of the results. 
[…] when it works, this embodied reasoned feeling moves fluently between theory and 
practice […] I was disturbed but not terribly surprised that Aquinas thought such tactile 
knowledge the least of human senses (so close the material, sexual, female world). This 
unenthusiastic view of bodily knowledge […] is exemplified by Aquinas but not unique to him, 
                                                      
150 In 2008, I attended the International Peace Education Conference in Cartagena, Columbia, to present the 
United Network of Young Peacebuilders. Besides presenting a workshop and paper myself 
(http://www.infactispax.org/volume5dot3/vanHoutenSantner.pdf), I attended a workshop led by Paula 
Ramirez, who used touch, theatre, and movement for sex workers and their children to ‘re-inhabit their body 
landscapes’ and reconnect to self and to their family members. Demonstrations here in a talk and ‘train the 
trainer’ workshop have been one of the strongest examples I have seen of reengaging people suffering from 
trauma and disassociation with themselves.  
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taking ever new forms in modern philosophy and figures such as Rene Descartes (Miller-
McLemore 2016: 32).  
Where Christianity has idolized the spiritual and immaterial, science has done the same 
regarding the material, causal relations, the mind, and cognitive knowledge. What both have 
in common is their neglect of bodily wisdom, something Stephen Porgess, director of the 
Brain Body Center in Illinois refers to as ‘guts’, the oldest and most primitive form of wisdom 
possessed by a human being without narrative capacity (Levine 2010: 97 – 131).151 I suggest 
de-sexualizing touch and the body, especially in Christian counseling settings when working 
with traumatized people. Also, I plead for bodily wisdom; embodied reasoning; and the ‘not 
knowing’ inquiry, methodology, and artistic research methods that facilitate engaging with 
this wisdom to be considered as a ‘knowledge highway’ rather than tactile, unscientific, or in 
other words an emergency road when all other ‘knowledge – roads’ are closed. 
7.1.4 Sustainability group and suggestions 
Mid-2015, when we were running the South Asian expressive arts group, the Vine Church 
was in a transition period where people in coordinating positions were replaced by others. 
This had an effect on the communication with the Refugee Fellowship team, which the 
women who took part in our group were involved in. It also affected the availability of space 
(a room where the sessions could be held). Due to the turbulence and chaotic time the 
Refugee Fellowship team, who invited me to create the EXA group, was going through, our 
group had no stable space, and different activities for the refugees were organized where 
the schedules or content conflicted with each other. Here are some examples:  
 
1. Payday  
Each month there is a payday when the Refugee Fellowship communit gets their monthly 
travel expenses reimbursed from the Vine (money comes from ISS). Sometimes the Refugee 
Fellowship team did not communicate that it would be pay-out afternoon, it was a priority 
                                                      
151 Stephen Porgess, director of the Brain Body Center in Illinois, emphasizes that humans have three basic 
neural energy subsystems which underpin the overall state of the nervous system and correlative behaviors and 
emotions. The most primitive (spanning about 500 million years) stems from its origin in early fish species 
(Levine 2010: 98). The function of the most primitive system is immobilization, metabolic conservation, and 
shutdown; its target is the internal organs. It’s a bottom-up system: the more primitive, the more power. With a 
threat that is overwhelming, immobilization happens, and a concept known as default hierarchies is activated; 
an injured or stressed brain reverts to a less evolutionarily refined, more primitive level of functioning 
(Neurologist Hughlings Jackson in the later nineteenth century observed this phenomenon). With subsequent 
recovery, the regression will reverse: the important bottom-up processing in trauma therapy (McLean 1990).  
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for the South Asian women to stand in line for their reimbursement so they were unable to 
attend the group. 
2. Multiple support trajectories  
When participants of our South Asian group came one week but not the next, we tried to 
find out why. It appeared that there was also individual counselling or prayer support offered 
during the same hours. The problem was not merely the time overlap but the fact that the 
various facilitators and aid providers were not informed. Advice given by an individual 
counsellor or a ‘prayer support lady’ could be contradictory to what happened in the 
expressive arts group. It would be better if the care providers were informed and got the 
chance to sit together and synchronize or at least update each other on their approach to 
the group as a whole or to the individual.  
 
3. Space and time  
Having a solid and safe space is essential for a therapy session to go in-depth, where anxiety, 
sadness, confusion, etc. can come to the surface. At the Vine Church, we pleaded for the 
same room and time each week and tried to emphasize it was important that the room be 
empty some 15 to 30 minutes before the start of each session. The reason was that the 
materials could be prepared and the room set up so that the ‘dancers’ entered a room where 
they breathed in an atmosphere conveying the message “You are welcome, we are ready to 
receive you. It is safe here, and we are well prepared”. The reality was that there were room 
changes, sometimes even after the starting time of the session. Also, the room officially 
booked was not always empty at the time the session would start. And even when the session 
had started with an artistic ‘check-in’, people might come in and out of the room to get 
musical instruments, a left-behind jacket, or something else.152  
 
All in all, the facilitator team running the group concluded that the sessions could not be 
taken to the level we had hoped for, instead remaining at an introductory level. After our 
group evaluation of the summer 2015 program, we concluded that the current setting did 
not support the sustainability of the South Asian expressive arts group, and we decided not 
                                                      
152. An artistic check-in refers to the first 5-15 min of an expressive arts session (depending on how long the 
session is). The main aim of this part of a session is to support the participants as they arrive in the space, not 
just physically but also mentally, to build a sense of awareness regarding the collective and group, and to 
stimulate the participants to recognize how they are doing at that moment. During an artistic check-in, one or 
two art mediums (movement, drawing, music, etc.) are chosen to materialize the above-mentioned aims of the 
check-in.    
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to continue our collaboration with The Vine Church but to seek out another partner. The 
participants bemoaned that the group did not continue and asked several times “when the 
group would resume again”. In 2016 we started to work with Rainlily and Christian Action, 
where a solid space and time was provided and a coordinator/counsellor of the organizations 
familiar with the women joined the expressive arts sessions. This seemed to be a better 
setting, one that supported the aim of touching upon sensitive issues. The response of the 
coordinator/counsellor present and the women was positive; after the initial series of 
sessions in the spring of 2016 they wanted more, and they invited me to come back in the 
fall of 2016 on a paid basis to run more expressive arts sessions. See for example the 
debriefing drawing and writing in the two images below. 
 
Regarding care practitioners 
and institutions active in Hong 
Kong with refugees and ethnic 
minorities as a target group, we 
would like to give the following 
suggestions. Within refugee 
care, there are INGOs, private 
practices, churches, and many 
other parties active. As 
mentioned in chapter six, there 
are weekly and quarterly 
meetings planned to facilitate dialogue on an inter-organizational level. We suggest that the 
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various institutions each keep to their own specialties: emotional, legislative, practical or 
spiritual care. At times, volunteers still in training or with little training who work with 
traumatized people can keep these people in the same loop for years or create an 
environment where multiple trajectories contradict each other and sometimes clash in terms 
of approach. There are also cases where the aid providers’ institution can not provide the 
sustainable and safe place needed to work with deep emotions and a vulnerable population. 
 
7.2 Voices of other practitioners 
 
Where the last subchapter highlighted the reflections of the South Asian expressive arts 
facilitator team, this chapter sheds light on the views of five practitioners working with 
nonverbal therapy and/or body work in a Hong Kong/China or Nepalese setting regarding 
trauma transformation. Their perspectives on the following research questions will be dealt 
with: 1b) How can we adjust EXA knowledge to the local Hong Kong/Nepali setting when 
working with the Life/Art Process (movement, nature and imagery) to facilitate the 
reconciliation of war-traumatized refugees with self, others, and the state? 1c) How can local 
resources in Hong Kong/Nepal (stories; songs; Buddhist, Hindu, and Taoist conceptions) feed 
general expressive arts therapy conceptualization and practices? 1d) When framing ‘refugee’ 
and being in ‘exile’ as describing a person taken from their motherland too early and living in 
‘exile’ from embodying their full potential, to which reflections on growth and transformation 
does this lead for the interviewed expressive arts therapists and artists? Focus is on the main 
lessons learned from the five practitioners and academics with whom I engaged closely: 
Markus, Mary, Zvika, David, and Simone.  
In the introduction of this dissertation, my engagement with Eva, the Hungarian puppetry 
artist and psychiatrist, was introduced. This meeting was one of the first moments of 
exchange with a practitioner respondent. Later, many other conversations, observations, 
joined leading of workshops and groups followed in California, Netherlands, China, Hong 
Kong, Columbia, Boston, etc. My green book with research notes became my ‘treasure’. 
Whereas the central point in this subchapter is on the five more intensely followed, the input 
of the broader list of interviewees (included as appendix I) was used to develop a reading list, 
methodology, and set up; to determine the focus regarding leading the South Asian 
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1.  Dance movement therapy in China & Hong Kong 
     Zvika Frank & Simone Kleinlooh 
 
Zvika Frank was trained in dance movement therapy and transactional analysis in Israel and 
the Netherlands and currently works in Hong Kong and China.153 Simone Kleinlooh is a Dance 
Teacher, a Dance Movement Therapist, and a Faculty Member at the Dance Therapy Master 
at Codarts in Rotterdam, the Netherlands.154 Furthermore, Simone works extensively in 
China, often in cooperation with Zvika.   
 
Our first meeting took place in January 2013, where the three of us met in a cafe in  
between  Dance academy Codarts and Theatre/Concert hall De Doelen. Both Simone  
and Zvika taught at the Master Dance Movement Therapy at Codarts, and Zvika shared about 
one of the groups he ran for sexually abused men, who ended their therapeutic journey by 
staging a bold and vulnerable piece in De Doelen, entitled Stuk.155 After my initial meeting 
with Simone, our paths crossed several times, both by accident and design. We met during 
the first European Dance Movement Therapy Conference in Latvia (2014) for a second 
planned interview and at the National Dutch Dance Therapy Network day in 2016, etc. It was 
always inspirational to meet, and the interviews were insightful. Simone highlighted that her 
background in being a dance teacher and dancer supported her in her dance movement 
therapy work, something I could connect with. I will go into more depth when discussing the 
interviews with Marcus Scott Alexander. Simone said, “The basis of my vision on dance 
movement therapy is my experience as a dancer and dance teacher. You first need to feel 
comfortable in your own body and have a relationship with it before you can start working 
on behavior and expression”. She also noted that a good teacher, coach, or therapist offers a 
space in which a ‘dancer’ can experience himself or herself. This requires an attitude of 
acceptance, strong observational skills, and a good knowledge of the body and its expressive 
capacities. In such a setting ‘growth’ can take place and new behavior can develop.  
 
                                                      
153 Zvika Frank, BC-DMT, is a renowned Dutch/Israeli dance-movement therapist. Zvika was a Dance Movement 
Therapist at the Delta Psychiatric Centre in Rotterdam, the Netherlands, where he worked with different client 
populations such as the elderly and people with psychosis, depression, or borderline personality disorder for 27 
years. He was also a member of the committee of the Master Program of Dance Therapy at Codarts, Rottderam.  
He now works in China and Hong Kong 
http://www.dancetherapy.cn/content/en-us/p1708.aspx 
154 http://www.kleinlooh-danstherapie.nl/ 
155. Stuk is a Dutch term with multiple meanings: 1) a person that is severely hurt, or an object that is broken 2) 
a handsome guy or very beautiful female 3) a performance piece. 
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During the interviews with Simone, what stood out was that she highlighted how in Dutch 
Dance Movement Therapy training they no longer focused on the ‘damaged or hurt’ part of 
the client, but on the healthy part. Also, they spoke about ‘dancers’ and not clients, 
something I took going forward both while writing this dissertation as well as in my practice. 
The philosophy behind it is that the hierarchy between patient and ‘doctor/therapist’ is not 
very in focus; especially when working with people who have lost their sense of being an 
active agent capable of having an impact on their surroundings, it is essential to stay alert in 
your approach and to not emphasize their powerlessness and dependency. “What we want 



















Figure 5: The PAC Model 
 
With Zvika, our initial meeting led to an invitation to assist him during a dance movement 
therapy training for traumatized people he gave in Guangzhou, China in 2013. It consisted of 
5 full days of sessions with a group of about 25 to 30 people. I joined the sessions, observed, 
took part, and during our collective dinner got the chance to discuss questions with Zvika, the 
translator Tina, and two Chinese female coordinators who organized the training. I prepared 
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a guideline (see appendix III) regarding the questions I wanted to ask before the meeting, but 
I also had the intention of letting questions arise on the spot. Zvika worked with Transactional 
Analysis as a theory base to support building trust and finding an opening while engaging 
with Chinese people unused to opening up with their emotions. Drawing, movement, and 
theatre roleplay games were the practical methods used to support his approach to Dance 
Movement Therapy. His personal style seemed to be firm, confrontational, but also offering 
support and direction.   
 
Three things stood out while watching him work and adapt to the local situation:   
 
1. Age is an advantage and challenge  
Being a bit older is an advantage because of the respect for the elderly. “I am introduced like 
a guru, and ride with it. Whereas what I bring is shaking their fundament, they take it more 
easily because of how I am introduced”. When I bring a younger, female colleague with me to 
run sessions, it will not be so easy to get the same access.   
 
2. Theory base as an anchor point   
Zvika mentioned “in a European context, where I worked with nonverbal therapy using dance, 
theatre, and drawing, it is a compliment when people comment on your work with words like 
‘You have risen above the books’”. This literal translation of a Dutch saying refers to having 
respect for people who did not master something only by theory but who have gained so 
much experience that they have developed their own way. Zvika continued, “One of the 
biggest differences with working in Europe to here in Hong Kong and China is that in the latter 
you build trust and a safe space by providing a theory base. They want to know and 
understand first what the facilitator draws on and how things work. Only then they can 
release a bit and surrender to experience the process. Building safety comes by providing 
them with a theoretical base. This is because they are part of a society where learning by 
heart is part of their education system. I adapted to this by starting each series of sessions 
with a theory block, and, amongst other things, using the Transactional Analysis of Eric 
Berne156 with his model of the Parent, the Adult, and the Child.157 I found that it’s essential to 
                                                      
156 Transactional Analysis (TA) is a model of people and relationships that developed by Dr. Eric Berne during 
the 1960s. It is based on two notions, first that we have three parts or 'ego-states' to our 'personality, and 




first have this theory as an anchor point before I can progress to deeper things with a group 
in this context”. In an interview with Dr. K. K. Lai158, a Hong Kong born and based Expressive 
Arts Therapist who initiated and directs the Master in Expressive Arts connected with the 
European Graduate School in Switzerland, he made similar observations to those of Zvika 
Frank. When I asked, “What adaptations did you feel you had to make to apply the EXA 
framework to the HK and or Nepalese setting?” he referenced the contextualization needed 
for Hong Kong and China with the following comment:   
 
More time is needed for sensitization to create the frame of safety. In terms of aesthetic 
analysis and harvesting, more time is necessary for grounding. Generally, the participants in 
this cultural context are less able to stay with questions and confusion in the artistic creation 
process and in decentering.   
 
In short, the participants seem to continue to think that solving their ‘problem’ will happen 
by focussing on the problem, instead of decentering and involving themselves in ‘deep 
play’.159 This, in my observation, has to do with the education system in Hong Kong and China, 
where there is little room for play(full learning) and more emphasis placed on learning by 
heart. Also, within the Reinventing Home arts group I ran in Hong Kong, which was composed 
of local Cantonese artists as well as expats, a theme addressed in the creation process was 
the survival mentality, and pragmatics related to it, which is present in the fast city culture of 
Hong Kong. Hong Kong was recently proclaimed to be the most expensive expat city to live 
in: rent is high, social security offered by the government is minimal, and the flow of the city 
(traffic and communication) is fast. Being financially independent is status-related and 
important, not just for one’s own sake but also to support one’s family. One of the counselors 
of the NGO Rainlily that worked with Chinese people and ethnic minorities in therapy also 
highlighted the pragmatism and focus on efficiency with which the local population of Hong 
Kong enters the therapy room. To let the process nfold at its own speed seem to be a 
challenging concept and idea to embrace.  
 
 
                                                      
158 For the Expressive Arts Institute set up by KK Lai, see: http://www.exahk.hk/index.html 
A biography of KK Lai can be found: https://hkatherapy.files.wordpress.com/2013/11/mat-poster-
_9_12_2013.pdf 
159 In the section about Markus Alexander’s work, later in this chapter, what ‘deep play’ entails is explained. 
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In this image one can see Zvika and the translator working in the beginning of the 5 days to 





3. Trauma is theatre and theatre is trauma  
 
One of the women present was from a Chinese minority group, a small poor village. She 
suffered neglect and rejection in her childhood. Apparently, Zvika noticed that she excluded 
herself from the group and at one point had walked out of the room. During one of the rounds 
where either people could ask questions or Zvika would decide himself to work with one 
person’s case in the presence of the group, she became the point of attention. He mirrored 
her first verbally and then through a theatre role game tapped into her inner dialogue. To her 
own surprise, she rejected herself and found herself a burden, thoughts that did not resonate 
with the people surrounding her. She reenacted the rejection and exclusion, initially on the 
stage of her inner world, and then projected it on her surroundings to create a scenario that 
reaffirmed her wounds.  
 
Most of the sessions run by Zvika included a theatre roleplay part with similarities to Pesso 
therapy and constellations. Much in this dissertation is about movement, but why use theatre 
to work with trauma? First of all, as with drawing and movement, the art medium supports 
the process of reflecting on one’s own inner world from an outside perspective. 160Secondly, 
                                                      
160 In the book “Art in Action: Expressive Arts Therapy and Social Change” (2011), Dr. Ellen and Stephen Levine 
go into a case study where the ‘dancers’ are invited to put a feeling, a memory on paper and then to work with 
it, look at it from different perspectives, step on it, etc. Where the story first overwhelmed and controlled their 
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it could be said that “love, hate, aggression and surrender, loyalty and betrayal are the stuff 
of theater and the stuff of trauma" (Van der Kolk 2014: 336, 337). Whereas traumatized 
people are terrified to feel deeply and lose control, acting training and roleplaying games are 
about engaging with one’s feelings, embodying emotions, giving them voice, becoming 
rhythmically engaged, and taking on and embodying different roles. Not to stay in the 
emotions and let them be overwhelming, but to create space so as to reflect on the script 
and on which role we play ourselves, to realize that for most of the script, we are the director.
  
As will be highlighted in the conclusions, I find myself in an ongoing dialogue regarding how 
much of a determinist view I want to take. My views, both as a researcher and personally, 
have changed regarding the share we take in the life script we are involved in. Much more 
than when I started working on this topic in 2010, I believe that we often are the director 
intentionally or unintentionally. However, I would like to leave room for nature’s forces, for 
spirituality, for the doings of others, and not place myself as a human being on the pedestal 
of ‘God’ in my ontology and cosmology. Hence, I find myself in a seeming contrast of director 
and of humble observer of active forces over which it would be comfortable to deem myself 
a ‘human superhero’ and believe our human intellect is at the steering wheel of fate, 
progress, and development. However, I think this enlightened and dualistic view is a myth. 
Another seemingly contradictory fact is that the more grounded, instinctual, and close to 
nature and the body I become, the more my ‘knowledge’ seems to be aligned with forces like 
nature and God. Strangely enough, right at the cross section of this dichotomy, I find a point 
of balance, a counterbalance in which both sides need each other to find leverage and to 
reside in equilibrium. Expressive Arts Therapist Markus Alexander Scott, about whom more 
later in this chapter, phrased it this way: “In the past I would be very focused on the spiritual. 
The spiritual became a more embodied thing for me. That is when I shifted to realizing I am 
the conductor of my own life”.  Could a purely cognitive approach to mastering one’s 
surroundings and making them surrender to human will be a form of disassociation, a means 
for mankind to not have to engage with confusing, instinctual feelings, with a history full of 
war, famine, and other traumatic memories? Dr. Peter Levine writes on the role of instinct 
and equilibrium in the facilitation of trauma transformation in a section entitled “A Hero’s 
Journey” of the book “The Unspoken Voice”: 
 
                                                      
being (both thinking and psychosomatic reaction), now it has become something external where the ‘dancer’ 
can have a certain impact on it. 
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My forty-five years of clinical work confirms a fundamental and universal instinct geared 
towards overcoming obstacles and restoring one’s inner balance and equilibrium: an instinct 
to persevere and to heal in the aftermath of overwhelming events and loss. In addition, I 
suspect that this instinct has psychical footprints and is biologically rooted in the will to 
persevere and triumph in face of challenge and adversity. Any therapist worth his or her fees 
not only recognizes this primal capacity to meet adverse challenges, but also understands that 
their primary role is not to ‘counsel’, ‘cure’ or ‘fix’ their clients but rather to support this innate 
drive for perseverance and triumph. But how do we facilitate the fulfillment of this instinct? 
 
Hence, getting connected to our own instinct (as a therapist), the universal instinct of which 
nature teaches us a lot, is essential in order to facilitate a ‘dancer’ in their transformation 
journey from dissociation to (re)connecting with their own instinct and the instinctual forces 
at work in their surroundings. An exploration of the depths and strength of human instinct, 
therefore, became the topic of the Dutch branch of the ‘Reinventing Home’ Hong Kong – 
Netherlands art dialogue project. Choreographer Iris van Peppen started working on the 
theme based on her own work experience and interest, and after Hong Kong choreographer 
David Leung and I gave a movement masterclass in the Netherlands. Now, by 2016, her 
movement research has developed into a dance film that was shown in Brooklyn, Hong Kong, 
the Netherlands, and Cyprus at dance film festivals. Also, after a process of one-and-a-half 
years, her movement research and pilots on the topic instinct have been developed in Hong 
Kong and the Netherlands and has been shown in the form of a performance in Dutch 
theaters in the fall of 2016. See the following three links for more information on ‘Instinct’ 
movement research:  
1. www.dansimprovisatie.com/projects/archive, <images> <instinct open research residency>  
2. reinventinghome.net/start/local-chapters/instinct/ 
3. www.theaterkikker.nl/agenda/instinct/  
 
Quote from the performance description: A whirlwind of electronic music collides with the 
energy of three female dancers who take their bodies to the extreme. With the audience in 
the middle, the dancers act upon their instinct and interacts with the audience. Animal and 
human movements blend into a dance, inviting the audience to journey to their most primitive 
part. Makiko Ito, Kim Hoogterp and Aida Guirro Salina’s movements remind of caterpillars, 
whales, and bats and seasonal changes. Everything seems connected, and the performance 
reflects on our relation with (human) nature. 
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Left: 3 dancers in the INSTINCT performance  
Right: Iris in Hong Kong to share her movement research with the Hong Kong branch of Reinventing 
Home (HKNL art dialogue) and with freelance professional dancers in Hong Kong 
 













Iris guest teaching and sharing her ‘Instinct’ movement research in Hong Kong at the City 
Contemporary Dance Company. 
 
Interestingly, the first pilot where Iris worked with the movement research ‘instinct’ took 
place in a prison (see https://vimeo.com/145453538). From the inside of a prison cell, the 
audience looks outside to where performers move on an outdoor patio, with the spine giving 
them their movement incentives to reach out into space. Seeing instinctual movements while 
residing inside a prison has similarities to a traumatized person being cut off from instinct, 
stuck/frozen in a traumatic memory, in the remnants of fight/flight energy that has not been 
released.  
 
In the first interview I had with Zvika and Simone , Simone noted that a “dancer” might only 
be able to experience themselves through you , or in connection to you as a therapist, for 
example, when they are cut off from their instincts and their body landscape is not inhabited. 
“You then are their safe container through which they reengage with their own feelings and 
instinct”. Later, when people are more present in their bodies, the surroundings (nature, city 
landscape) or the music can also be a partner that takes on the role of a witness to get people 
from the deconstruction, through the liminality, towards the reconstruction phase of the 
273 
(trauma) transformational ‘rites of passage’ process. Inspirees, a Chinese Expressive Arts 
Training Institutes (Zvika, Simone and I are connected to)  has the following quote: “Move the 
body and the mind will follow”.161 As facilitators and ‘dancers’, we move collectively towards 
what seems like the “deep dark” pool of trauma, the arena of vulnerability, and it is there in 
this place where we have been hit and the ‘trauma-injury’ developed that we reconnect with 
our human instinct, our creativity, and our potential. Instinct, nature, and spirituality can be 
fuzzy terms with a different connotation for all, especially when viewed from a different 
cultural context. The start of this dissertation stresses that the narrative is about the 
universality of trauma storing and the need for contextualization when trying to identity and 
treat trauma. The universality regarding the remnants of fight/flight energy in the human 
nervous system and the effects on different parts of the brain is explained in chapter 2. The 
need for contextualization when identifying trauma and treating is featured in chapters 5 and 
6 and this chapter addresses the question of what instinct, nature’s forces, and spirituality 
mean in terms of this contextualization through a story Zvika shared with me:  
 
Joseph Campbell’s "The Hero with a Thousand Faces”  
Campbell explores the theory that important myths from around the world which have 
survived for thousands of years all share a fundamental structure, which Campbell calls the 
mono myth. He summarizes the mono myth as follows: “A hero ventures forth from the world 
of common day into a region of supernatural wonder: fabulous forces are there encountered 
and a decisive victory is won: the hero comes back from this mysterious adventure with the 
power to bestow boons on his fellow man”. 162The hero may be king's son, warrior leader, saint 
or divine being come down to earth, and he blazes a trail for the less adventurous to follow in 
his wake and profit from his heroic struggles. He accepts death when it comes without terror, 
since the first condition of heroism must be reconciliation with the grave. The 'rites of 
passage' of simple nomadic or pastoral communities echo, fundamentally, the same 
message as that of the great religions of the world, enabling men to attain to full maturity. 
Seen as part of this pattern, the happy ending of the fairy tale is no childish escape from harsh 
reality, but represents deep wisdom, the Divine Comedy of the Soul.” 
Hence, in our ways to facilitate people’s (re)cognition of their strength to overcome, their 
                                                      
161  Here I refer to Inspirees Institute in Beijing and the Netherlands, led by Dr. Tony Zhou and Boudewijn Heeren  
(http://inspirees.com/about.html). 
162 Joseph Campbell and H. R. Ellis Davidson, The Hero with a Thousand Faces, Folklore, Volume: 80, Issue: 2 
(Summer 1969), pp: 156-157 
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heroism, we should be culturally sensitive. Yet the aim remains the same: not to run away 
from the “trauma dragon”, and correspondingly from one’s sense of self, of existence, but 
rather to move towards it, and in the supportive presence of the therapist/facilitator to 
become exposed in the arena and bit by bit to finish the gladiatorial game and get the chance 
to allow the nervous system to experience our fight or flight reaction work successfully. Then 
the strength inhabited and exposed by this all-overwhelming dragon will be added to the 
stream of our own energy and human instinct. It is here that the opening quotes on becoming 
and post traumatic growth find their meaning:  
 
History amounts only to the set of preconditions, however recent, that one leaves behind in 
order to ‘become’, that is, to create something new (Deleuze 1995:171)’ (Biehl & Locke 2010: 
317).   
 
When a man has learned within his heart 
what fear and trembling means 
He is safeguarded against any terror 
Produced by outside influences  
- I Ching, Hexagram #51 (circa 2000 BC) 
(I Ching is the ancient Chinese Book of Change.)   
 
What is post traumatic growth within the context of the reconstruction phase of a ‘rites of 
passage’ transformation process: from trauma and loss, to grieving, to having strength and a 
story to share that one feels proud to have overcome and that can be a gift to others? People 
who must face major life crises develop a sense that new opportunities have emerged from 
the struggle, opening up possibilities that were not present before. A second area of post 
traumatic growth is a change in relationships with others. Some people experience closer 
relationships with certain specific people, and they can also experience an increased sense 
of connection to others who suffer. A third area of possible change is an increased sense of 
one’s own strength – if I lived through that, I can face anything. A fourth aspect of post 
traumatic growth experienced by some people is a greater appreciation for life in general. 
The fifth area involves the spiritual or religious domain. Some individuals experience a 
deepening of their spiritual lives; however, this deepening can also involve a significant 
change in one’s belief system. 
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During one of the nights Zvika and I were in Guangzhou for the trauma therapy training in 
2013, I reflected on trauma, awareness, and growth and on the content of the sessions in 
relation to my own process as an expressive arts trainer, researcher, artist, and object of 
observation. It was after a day in which I watched several participants pick two cards, very 
intuitively: one card relating to where they were now and one regarding the future. We then 
worked in small groups with the imagery through movement. Some discovered which 
patterns and events caused blocks in their growth and how; others focused more on getting 
a glimpse of their potential and the next steps towards expansion and growth. When I 
reflected on myself, I noticed a block, a recent story of loss that kept on coming back and that 
distracted me from being present, making me feel weak and unable to expand. So I decided, 
like art/o/graphers do, to ‘walk the talk’ and move my body so my system and mind could 
follow. See “Life performance”, the poem I wrote based on my movement improvisation with 






2. David Leung and Dr. Rainbow How  
 
David Leung is a Hong Kong born and based dancer, choreographer, somatic and body 
worker, and Body Nuance movement ‘therapy’ developer. First, I took part and observed 
David teach in a workshop setting. Often these workshops did not have an official 
therapeutic focus but were more highlighting overall wellbeing through movement. Later, 
David and I co-taught and gave individual or group coaching in Hong Kong and in the 
Netherlands. I used my expressive arts and dance background and worked with an 
interdisciplinary approach. David used breathing, authentic movement, Qi gong and Tai Chi, 
and pressure point techniques. Sometimes we worked indoors and other times outdoors; 
sometimes the coaching was more somatic with therapeutic and wellbeing aims, and other 
times we conducted rehearsals which would lead to an end performance. Appendix VI, gives 
the rubric for a movement masterclass David and I taught in the Netherlands in January 
2015. Below are some images of the closing ritual after the dance session, where we invited 
people to debrief through the process of drawing and had a group closing which included 





Appendix VII shows invitation to the second matchmaking workshop of a larger series of 
workshops. The first three were an introduction and offered the organizers (David and me) 
the chance to select people we felt would match the aims of our ‘life making, art making 
group’.  The rest of the workshops were led not only by us but also by the participants, 
developing into two performances, Forge Portmanteau and POIEMA for I-Dance Festival 
(2015). Forge Portmanteau has been introduced at the end of chapter 6. More information 
about POIEMA can be found here: 
 http://reinventinghome.net/start/gallery/#poiema. 
 
In the introductory workshops we focused on the body landscape, and later on we explored 
the connection between body and city landscape. For the former, we worked in the Hong 
Kong Academy of Performing Arts. For the latter, we used the surroundings of Shui Tau Tsuen, 
Hong Kong. Below are several images of these series of introductory workshops; more images 













Dr. Rainbow Ho was born in Hong Kong, trained mainly abroad, and currently works as a 
Dance Movement Therapist, Honorary Director of the Centre for Behavioral Health within the 
Faculty of Social Sciences at the HKU.   
 
Officially, Dr. Rainbow Ho is not one of the five practitioners I decided to focus on, but it is 
relevant to combine her observations and the interview outcomes with the work which David 
Leung engages in. She provided some of the theoretical background which David and I used 
while working together and which I observed him working with when he acted individually. 
The main focal point which both of them emphasized while working in a Hong Kong setting 
with nonverbal therapy and movement is (to not adapt a foreign concept like expressive arts 
or dance movement therapy to the Hong Kong and Chinese setting and mindset but) to start 
with a framework knowledge of the cultural setting you work in to explain “the new things 
introduced to them”. Rainbow Ho, for example, shared how she was trained in Dance 
Movement and expressive arts therapy outside of Hong Kong and took her time to explain 
these concepts in the Hong Kong setting. She would, for example, note how “dance therapy 
is similar to talk therapy, but we dialogue through the body. We do not talk. I can understand 
people through the body”. In practice she started with the framework of Traditional Chinese 
Medicine (TCM), which has a holistic view of health where the soma (body) is connected with 
the psyche (soul or mind) and the pneuma (spirit). In TCM, movement practices like Qi gong 
and Tai Chi, food therapy, and medical treatment such as herbal Chinese medicine or 
acupuncture target all three of these elements of wellbeing. When the qi (life energy), blood 
circulation, the internal organs, and their functionality are all in a good state, this will affect 
the emotions of a person and vice versa.163 Rainbow Ho emphasized the need to ‘slow down’ 
and make a connection with the framework people are familiar with. So, in the beginning I 
might use Chinese music, Chinese folk dance, or movements related to Tai Chi. “Here, people 
need more of a framework than Western people. It depends on their educational 
background, but they want to understand first. So I take it slow and first build up some 
movement vocabulary before asking them to do anything that involves more authentic and 
improvisational movements. Because of the education system, people feel safe with 
repeating”.  
                                                      
163. Besides reading about the different medical, movement, and breathing practices in TCM, I also started to 
engage with them. This is in line with my aim: to analyze my own pathology and develop a more in-depth 
understanding of the Chinese culture and its ideas regarding wellbeing. My general practitioner (doctor) was 
“exchanged” for a Chinese doctor, and I started to practice Tai Chi and Qi gong and to eat following Chinese 
food therapy. 
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Both Leung and Ho had a graceful and open atmosphere surrounding their personalities and 
teaching. “You can try, just play like a child. If it does not work today, then maybe tomorrow”, 
were words Leung often repeated. Rainbow Ho emphasized to “never force, accept cultural 
constrains inhibited in the body, search for how far you can go gently, and question yourself 
if stretching these boundaries is necessary in the cultural context your ‘dancers’ act and work 
in. I found it extremely helpful to work so closely with David Leung and to learn how to 
connect more to the Chinese mindset and ideas. For example, I remember we worked in the 
Netherlands with one of my long-term coaching clients. In that particular session we focused 
on insomnia. Whereas I would approach it from the expressive art framework, seeking out 
the emotional ties to the problem, David started from a purely physical approach. “There 
was too much fire in the system, fire has to do with ‘heart energy’ and the kidneys with water 
energy. With too much fire in the system the brain cannot rest”. So the person we worked 
with got arm swing exercises (qi gong based movements) to increase the kidney/water 
energy and decrease the heart/fire energy so that the balance would be restored.164  
 
Both David and Rainbow Ho emphasized that it fits in the local context to approach conflict 
and negative emotions not directly, but rather to approach things as a whole, finding a 
physical or creative exercise regarding the relevant theme. Rainbow Ho indicated that the 
culture of shame makes therapy a difficult topic, and the Chinese education system creates 
a situation where people focus on efficiency, repetition, and factual information. 
Consequently, getting them involved in something that is process-oriented is a challenge. A 
Cantonese counselor educated in the UK and working for Rainlily mentioned, “Here people 
want a quick fix, and there is more of a barrier to go to a therapist. If I compared this to the 
UK or other places in Europe and the US, there it is more common for people to go to therapy 
and talk about it”.  
 
In short, a physical approach, TCM as an entry point, and going slow were the focal points of 
Rainbow Ho’s and David Leung’s work. One last interesting comment of Ho concerned the 
following: “To go slow is not only necessary for Chinese people to connect to a nonverbal 
                                                      
164 Qi gong is the Chinese name for ‘internal energy exercises’, which engage the body and boost the body’s 
energy levels through low-impact, targeted movements. They work with five elements, or five phases, that 
interact in a Transformative Cycle: water, fire, wood, metal, and earth. Each element has its own effect on the 
flow of energy and potential blockings in the system; also, each element is related to certain organs and their 
functionalities, as well as to flavors/spices and their effects on the human system. 
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approach to therapy, but specifically so when one works with trauma. When multiple losses 
are led, the body needs time to build a container that can hold whatever arises in the process. 
While slowing down, a therapist can decide to work ‘theme far’, before working ‘theme near’. 
Theme far and theme near are concepts the Tamalpa Institute (Life/Art Process) works with;  
to first focus on topics not directly related to the trauma, and when there is more stability 
and presence, then to go more near to a theme.  
 
 
7. Mary Putera and EXA in the Nepalese Setting  
 
Mary Putera is a pastor and expressive arts 
therapist who focused on indigenous 
groups, anti-racism, and community arts. 
She was trained in the US and Europe, and 
her extensive work experience includes 
time spent in Nepal. We met during our 
postgraduate Master in Expressive Arts in 
Switzerland (2012) and later met at the 
International Expressive Arts Therapy 
conference in California (2013). Mary also 
visited me twice in Hong Kong in 2015; 
moreover, we skyped regularly.Besides Mary’s experiences regarding EXA in the Nepalese 
setting, I will also include the voices of Griet Knopper (a Belgium creative therapist working 
in Nepal) and Shanti Tamang Lama (a Nepali woman trained in Expressive Arts and working 
with trafficking survivors, the HIV infected, and victims of domestic violence).    
 
Language 
Griet shared an interesting observation: “While teaching in the regular education system or 
on more therapeutic themes, the education materials and explanation should be in their 
mother tongue”. She explained that some Nepali people have the inclination to think that 
English has more value. When they are not able to speak English, they feel inferior. When 
they notice the explanation and books/materials are in their own language, they are surprised 




Both Mary and Griet point out that the topics addressed in the expressive arts education or 
therapy sessions need to be adapted to Nepali circumstances. Griet stressed that ‘going 
abroad’ is a big issue: “Nepali people seem to think going abroad will make their life better. 
Their own language and the idea of doing something for the future of their own country is 
not something they aim for”. Hence, creating space for this topic, to enter into dialogue with 
it, seems important, as well as working with stories, songs, and dances from their own local 
culture.    
 
Mary underlined the observation that since the earthquake of 2015 in Nepal, the relationship 
of the Nepalis with nature has changed. As chapter 4 points out, in the more remote areas 
Animism dominates in terms of mindset (especially in the hills; the plains are more Hindu). 
In Animism and Nepali herbal medicine, there is a strong relationship with and respect for 
nature. “The earthquake silenced them, they feel like they cannot trust the earth they walk 
on. Nature was their healer, now it is a source of pain and trauma”. Something other 
practitioners working with those affected by natural disasters, and in particular by 
earthquakes, noted was the fact that while “grounding and focusing on the feet and the 
connecting with the earth” normally is used, and often facilitates people arriving in space and 
feeling safe, or safer….with earthquake survivors, focusing on their feet and the connection 
with the ground throws them off gear, placing them in a more vulnerable position both to 
themselves and to their surroundings.   
 
When Mary worked with a group of traumatized women in Nepal in 2015, she noted that the 
earthquake brought a lot of fear and hyperawareness, and it took the group about two weeks 
before they got to a place of silence. “I think they forgot what it was to be quiet and safe. 
Being quiet is difficult for traumatized people”. When the silence came, it was healing, and 
we ended our two-week training with a silence dance on the patio”. Also, throughout the 
course of working with the women, nature started to pop up in their drawings as a healer 
again.   
 
Imagination  
Imagination takes form in different ways in various places. How do we expose ourselves, 
and how can we be vulnerable and connected to others?  
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“In the Asian context things are a bit less expressive and more contained”, Mary noted. This 
has an effect on the imagination and community artwork you do. A carnival-like community 
art group process would not connect with their inner world and cosmology, or dance 
identity”.165 Instead of doing very expressive, big, joyous group activities, we did more quiet 
things that are physically orientated, such as mime, to remember how to be in a state of 
connection with self and with others. When collective emotions, like ‘joy’, are differently 
expressed within the context we are working in, then it is necessary to adapt; “We can have 
the amount of joy we can have together”. This does not just hold true for joy but also for 
other emotions. The imagery and artistic suggestions in terms of medium one works with, as 
well as the format of the assignment, should connect to the setting.   
 
 
3. Markus Scott Alexander; EXA & choreography 
 
Dr. Markus Alexander Scott is a Canadian singer, conductor, choreographer, and expressive 
art therapist with work experience in Hong Kong. He is also a senior staff member of the 
European Graduate School in Switzerland, the founder/director of the World Arts 
Organization, and the choreographer for Moving Legend Dance Theatre. My first meeting 
with Markus was in the summer of 2012, when I came to the European Graduate School in 
Saas Fee. Markus’s approach, taking us into ‘deep play’, as he calls it, through a choreographic 
process, inspired me. It opened a new way of looking at a performance creation process as 
well as an innovative way to engage with expressive arts.   
 
I decided to select Markus as one of the people I wanted to interview and to follow in more 
depth, both for his expressive arts experience in Hong Kong and China and for his closeness 
to the Life/Arts Process of the Tamalpa Institute. I selected this latter type of expressive arts 
to center my methodological framework on. Even when trained to use all of the art forms in 
one’s expressive arts facilitation, every expressive arts trainer will have their own style and 
artistic mother tongue. Mine comes close to Markus’s dance theatre approach as well as to 
the Life/Art Process (movement-based, but also engaging nature, drawing, and sound).   
 
                                                      
165 With ‘carnival like’ Mary refers to the community art sessions in Saas Fee, at the European Graduate School 
where both Mary and I were trained. They were often led by Paulo Knill and involved big groups moving to 
imagery, where music would accompany the “dance ensemble” at work.  
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In one of my interviews during breakfast in the spring of 2015, David Leung, Markus, and I 
reflected on performance and expressive arts with traumatized people. I asked Markus, 
“Where do you begin”?   
 
Resonance, Recognition, and Participation, and then we go somewhere. This is a daily life 
practice as well as a principle in choreography. Practice and performance start with attending 
to the moment. Building up awareness to interact with the intimacy that the moment 
provides. In that moment there can be intimacy developing while meeting self (intra-viewing), 
others (inter-viewing) or with time/space (trans-viewing).  
 
Markus took David’s hand, became silent for quite a while, looked him deep in the eyes, and 
sighed at a moment of resonance of his and David’s presence and the connection between 
the two. It was clear that his vision was for daily life and performance on stage, or as an 
expressive arts therapist in action, to be in sync. Practice, where it's a particular kind of ritual 
and meditation, a structured practice to develop movement skills/material, or just the 
practice of mindfulness while eating an apple, needs our presence, not our availability. 
Markus explained, “For ‘practice’ of whatever kind, the entrance and exit is important. We 
should not become too engaged. It is a constant engagement and decentering”.166 In simple 
terms, we zoom in, but not too much or too long, since it becomes paralyzing.  Markus 
pointed out that in Expressive Art terms one could say, “When starting to re-inhabit and 
embody our souls and body-homes, it can only be done gradually. And for that, entrance and 
exit is important”. Balance seems to be important in practice, whether concerning knowledge 
of when to enter and when to exit the stage, the connection with the other, or efforts to 
process traumatic experiences. In dance forms like contact improvisation167 this balance has 
a direct effect on your partner. How well aware and skilled you are in your practice of 
balancing (leaning in and decentering) is mirrored to you by your partner.   
 
 
                                                      
166 Decentering in Expressive Arts jargon is a term that can be found in Minstrels of the Soul, written by Paulo 
Knill, Margo Fuchs, and Helen Nienhaus Barba (2004). In short, it refers to moving away from the problem and 
stepping into a creative process so as to come to new reflections and feelings regarding the situation. An 
expressive arts therapy session often follows this sequence: setting a theme/topic, going into the creative process 
(decentering), harvesting (what were the discoveries during the creative process), and debriefing (connecting the 
theme/topic set at the beginning with the discoveries made during the decentering. And reflecting on the session 
in a more overall way: the setting, the interaction with the therapist, etc.).   
167 This article does not only explain what contact improvisation is, but also makes a connection with therapy: 
http://www.contactimprov.net/lemieux.html 
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How EXA and choreography/performance find or clash with each other (content)  
During another of my meetings with Markus, I assisted him in leading a series of Expressive 
Arts sessions for the Centre of Community Cultural Development in Hong Kong. Afterwards, 
we debriefed while having dinner and reflected on how Expressive Arts and Choreography 
find/feed each other. Below is a reflection of our dialogue.  
EXA practitioners learn to feel comfortable with chaos, and later how to contribute to creating 
a safe environment, a container where deep play can take place. Deep play is purposeful play. 
We bring flow and movement, playfulness and imagination to deep parts within ourselves 
and society, parts that need the safety of a framework/container to be played with (Markus). 
 
Choreographers stimulate both their own and the ‘dancers’ use of sensory awareness that 
comes through engaging the senses. EXA practitioners learn to build up a sense for which 
emotional/spiritual/physical nerve to pull to create a storm. They are troublemakers, in a way. 
And when well-trained (and working with people who are ready for it) the EXA practitioner is 
able to let the group they works with build up a sense of safety, of being okay or even enjoying 
entering the storm, being present within chaos and harvesting the creative/emotional 
turmoil. Bringing the dance maker and EXA practitioner together allows us to tap into our 
heart’s soul and spirit’s sensory awareness, and it lets our physical senses interact with the 
theme of a particular arts project, or perhaps just with a given moment on a regular day. As 
a result, the performative material we share with audience could be less mimesis and more 
a subtle awareness/authenticity and intimacy with a particular theme/the space/self/others. 
 
How EXA and choreography/performance find or clash with each other (form)  
The above dialogue between Markus and me continued, now focusing on the form of how 
Expressive Arts and choreography/performance feed or clash with one another.   
 
The difference between the artist and the EXA student is that the latter comes in with their 
availability sometimes ‘over eager’ to ‘do’ things. This can get in the way of the awareness 
and presence needed to create performative work in the moment. The artist comes in with 
hours of being present and aware to attend to the moment. This makes him/her ready in a 
relaxed and embodied way (Markus).  
I want to add that well-grounded EXA practitioners with more training, and hours spent 
together with artists in creation processes, become more relaxed and learn to be present 
instead of available.   
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When looking at the technicalities, while bringing EXA and choreography together you do not 
only work with areas on stage but also with varying levels. The least skilled people you give a 
very simple task (walking across the stage, breathing, turning etc.); the aesthetics is in the 
awareness with which they perform (or better said…’be’ on stage). The more skilled dancers 
you give more space (maybe a more central part on the stage), where they, for example, do 
some chaotic movement, freeze, and go off. Then the most skilled dancers that have an 
awareness of what is happening in front of them and behind them, and can ‘swallow’ the 
stage, execute more complicated choreography in, perhaps, a central area of the stage. The 
cohesion does not come through them doing the same thing but through the aesthetics of 
the intimacy/awareness with which they interact with self-others-space.  
An important aspect of the above process is that all are equal players/participants. It is not 
that one person is the real dancer and another not; each should feel empowered because 
their presence matters. The same goes for society. We are not all the same or doing the same 
thing, yet together we make ‘a society’. This is a very important element when trying to 
prevent therapy with traumatized people from being disempowering and from reaffirming 
powerlessness and dependency on the other, something they already experience due to 
trauma. In short, together we create and inhabit ‘the play’ during the expressive arts session, 
as well as the play called life, the real stage.  
 
Aesthetic Analysis  
A final topic I discussed with Markus which is relevant to highlight is aesthetic analysis. 
Aesthetic analysis is the philosophy that deals with the nature of art, beauty, and taste, with 
the creation and appreciation of beauty. Aesthetic analysis has to do with separating out from 
our aesthetic experiences (raw data) one specific part.168 My question to Markus in relation 
to this was “how is aesthetic analysis different in choreography and in performative work that 
includes EXA”?169 Based on this question, our dialogue unfolded.  
  
Within aesthetic analysis we can look at the formal quality of an artwork, for example, a 
choreographic work. What EXA has to offer in the process of aesthetic analysis, I think, is to 
                                                      
168.http://muse.jhu.edu/login?auth=0&type=summary&url=/journals/the_journal_of_aesthetic_education/v037
/37.1fenner.html 
169. This part I did not feel too confident to write or talk about at the beginning of 2015 because of the 
difference between aesthetic analysis in choreography pur sang and choreography that included EXA practices. 
While working in practice with bridging EXA and choreography, my confidence and vision on the matter has 
grown. 
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go a step further than separating the quality parts out of our aesthetic experiences by relating 
the importance of the work of art to our experiences of life (both as an individual and on a 
community level). This prevents art from becoming self-indulgent and asks its maker to 
question the art work as an autonomous entity: how it wants to relate to our own lives, to 
those of others, and to the surroundings (neighborhood, specific issue, etc.).  When talking 
about aesthetic analysis, the relating of art to our daily lives, these lines of an ‘old’ POIESIS 
publication of 2012 offer insight and clarity: 
The concept of “decentering” emphasizes both the radical separation of the alternative world 
of the imagination from the concerns of the everyday and, through subsequent “aesthetic 
analysis,” the importance of works of art for our experience of life. Art is not self-expression, 
but it has an undeniable effect on the person or community which receives it. Achieving this 
“effective reality” is the responsibility of all those who work with the arts to help bring about 
change; it is our “aesthetic responsibility”.170   
 
Dr. Ellen Levine in the book Principles and Practice of Expressive Arts Therapy notes that the 
tension in expressive arts training has always been there, whether to place the emphasis on 
the creative/arts side or on the psychotherapy side in training an expressive arts therapist 
(2010: 171-174). She answers that both are needed, and that there have been moments 
when the psychotherapy side outweighed the artistic aspect. Subsequently she notes that 
the European Graduate School in their training asks a student not only to go through an 
expressive arts process (of inner transformation) themselves before facilitating others but 
also to devote time weekly to training their artistic skills. The capacity to lead a group in 
experiencing and practicing a certain art form, putting their therapeutic process in a 
presentable aesthetic form, can be highly empowering. In the context of Hong Kong and 
China, it even seemed a necessity to be a well-trained artist and teacher, because the 
psychotherapy in and of itself was not an entry point to easily connect with local people.   
                                                      
170 http://www.egspress.com/ (Poiesis XIV, 2012) 
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7.3  Conclusion 
 
The chapter ‘Reinventing Home’ focuses on the last phase of the ‘rites of passage’ 
transformation process: re-assimilation and reconstruction. More specifically, ‘reinventing 
home’ is about renegotiating our identity, status, and connection with self, others and the 
(new) environment to create a space/place that feels like home. This chapter answered the 
following research questions: 1b) How can EXA knowledge be adjusted to the local Hong 
Kong/Nepali setting when working with the Life/Art Process (movement, nature and imagery) 
to facilitate the reconciliation of war-traumatized refugees with self, others and the state? 1c) 
How can local resources in Hong Kong/Nepal (stories; songs; Buddhist, and Hindu and Taoist 
conceptions) feed general expressive arts therapy conceptualization and practices? 1d) When 
framing ‘refugee’ and being in ‘exile’ as a person taken from their motherland too early and 
living in ‘exile’ from embodying their full potential, to which reflections on growth and 
transformation does that lead for the interviewed expressive arts therapists and artists? 
 
Although the perspectives of the researcher (I – perspective), the ‘dancers’ and the nonverbal 
therapists are explored simultaneously, the main focus and dialogue is on the nonverbal 
therapist and the need to contextualize their approach. The chapter starts with a reflection 
on the South Asian expressive arts group, run by an interdisciplinary and cross cultural (HK-
NL) team of facilitators. In general, the cultural differences between team members born, 
trained, and raised in Hong Kong and team members born and trained in Europe (one of the 
places where EXA has its roots) were enriching. We made use of the disciplinary and cultural 
knowhow of the various members of our team. The main differences in approach connected 
to our disciplinary roots were related to the following: communication and way of leading a 
group (power sharing/bottom-up vs directive/top-down) and format of preparing a session 
(setup as guideline with room for improvisation & trusting the process versus structured). 
The main deviations in terms of cultural background consisted of: high context versus low 
context culture, direct versus indirect communication, individual versus collective focus. In a 
Nepali setting, communication was less direct than what the conflict management training 
part of the Expressive Arts training at, for example, the European Graduate School teaches. 
This was even more true for the Hong Kong setting; where ‘loss of face’ makes direct 
communication, especially regarding negative emotions, difficult. Both in the Nepalese as 
well as the Hong Kong setting, a collective approach worked better than an individual 
approach; this does not only apply to  addressing conflict but to any topic one wants to 
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address in therapy. There was a gap in terms of what was experienced as ‘acceptable’ or 
‘unacceptable’ in relation to body perception and comments made by facilitators leading a 
session. Criticism, particularly about body weight and size, is relatively more accepted in the 
Nepalese and Hong Kong context, than in a  When an expressive arts team wants to create 
an appreciative and safe setting, this is something to dialogue about while preparing. 
Developing a shared vision of the culture your team wants to create in relation to the 
‘dancers’ is needed. For example, that when some believe belittling remarks were accepted 
regarding body perspective (in the Nepalese and Hong Kong setting) and criticism common 
as a way to stimulate people to learn (in the Hong Kong setting), I decided not to welcome 
this in the groups I ran.  I would try my best to guide things in such a way that there were 
good chances to develop an appreciative culture, a culture of honor where such criticism and 
condescending remarks were not welcome.171 A culture of honor is referring to an 
environment that sustains life, hope, honor, and destiny. It is a space where a person can 
expand, fail in a safe environment, and be supported when getting up and trying again. 
  
In terms of dance identity, the ‘pelvic area’ was indicated as a body part culturally ‘non-
inhibited’ in the Hong Kong and Chinese setting. In general, for ‘grounding’ and getting people 
to relate to their bodies and move from an authentic place, more time is needed in a Hong 
Kong and Chinese setting. Hand, arm, and hip-circling movements seem to resonate with the 
South Asian dance identity and natural movement vocabulary. ‘Touch’ was an element 
discussed with expressive arts colleagues working in Hong Kong/China and/or in Nepal and 
with the team that facilitated the South Asian expressive arts women’s group. We found that 
some mainland Chinese and Hong Kong people are less used to and comfortable with 
touching their own and other people’s bodies. The Nepali women seem more comfortable 
with touch, and they naturally engage in physical contact when they interact with each other. 
Dance movement therapists Butte and Unkovich (2009) remind us, “we as practitioner are 
                                                      
171 In 2014 I won the Hong Kong University Women Award, where I held a speech reflecting on the education 
system in Hong Kong. Here, I explained what a Culture of Honor entailed. See 
http://www.hearttohard.nl/v1/wp-content/uploads/2015/07/Full-speech-Education-and-learning-
environments-tailor-made-to-breed-female-leadership-HKUWA.pdf It is a concept I was introduced to through 
the Bethel Redding Church in California, and the writings of one of their leading figures, Danny Lee Silk. The 
church adopted the concept after a search on how to create a culture where individuals feel invited to come 
more fully to life and are stimulated to live up to their full potential. The principle does not necessarily bare a 
religious connotation, and how to ‘honor’ a person and create a space where they can grow differs per cultural 
setting. Nonetheless, the overall idea is that destructive comments that put a person down will in essence never 
contribute to build a culture of honor. A place where one feels he or she can try new things, expand, fall, and be 
supported when trying again. 
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the ‘foreigners’ visiting the world of our clients, trying to learn their languages, their gestures, 
their sense of meaning-making and their relationship to touch”.172 Hence, when we are 
practitioners working in another cultural setting, it can be said that we are ‘double foreigners’ 
and therefore need to be sensitive toward and aware of the cultural ideas regarding touch. 
  
The last element of cultural differences in the South Asian expressive arts team was faith. 
When Christian faith comes together in a counseling or therapy setting with Nepalese fatalism 
and trauma, it can increase trauma characteristics like shame, helplessness, powerlessness, 
and dissociation. Although, in general I am not an advocate of the ‘turn to affect’ in relation 
to traumatology, the distinction made by affect theory between ‘guilt’ and ‘shame’ is highly 
relevant in relation to Nepali traumatized women and their healing process in a Christian 
context (Arel 2015). […] Overall, the cooperation with the Vine Church at the particular 
moment of the case study, did not seem to offer the right setting to run a sustainable 
expressive arts trauma group. I regret the fact that the group did not develop beyond an 
introductory level and deeper issues were only briefly touched upon. A more general 
observation while collaborating with different institutes in Hong Kong that provided care to 
refugees is that it would be beneficial if the institutions acted only in their field of expertise. 
This prevents poor aid delivery.  
 
The second part of the chapter, reflects on the practitioners I have followed closely. Spending 
time with Zvika Frank, Simone Kleinlooh, Dr. K. K. Lai, Dr. Rainbow Ho, and David Leung was 
beneficial in learning how to adapt the expressive therapies to the Hong Kong and mainland 
Chinese setting. Adaptations that were highlighted as necessary include the following: 
slowing down; indirect rather than direct communication; taking time to ground physically, 
to build up movement vocabulary, and to explain the theory and usefulness behind expressive 
arts therapy, and in this way to build safety as well as to keep the practical and efficiency-
focused Hong Kong mindset engaged. Also, taking into account that respect is an important 
cultural value […]. This means that an expressive arts practitioner should not openly expose 
(in the therapy group or community) someone’s problems. To ask people to join an arts group 
or dance/movement practice will lower the attendance threshold; joining a therapy group 
                                                      
172 Maria Raluca Popa* and Penelope A. Best published an article on the aspect of touch in Dance Movement 
Therapy, which is relevant to explore when interested in this element of DMT. Body, Movement and Dance in 
Psychotherapy: An International Journal for Theory, Research and Practice. “Making sense of touch in dance 
movement therapy: A trainee's perspective” (2013). 
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might be a bridge too far. Ho and Leung emphasized that adaptation was maybe not the right 
word or approach; better is to start with what people know. In terms of the Hong Kong and 
mainland Chinese setting, this means there are specific elements that offer entry points: 
 
1) Traditional Chinese Medicine, Tai Chi and Qi gong are body-mind-spirit approaches to 
wellbeing, meaning that a physical approach to psychosomatic complaints is something the 
people can relate to.   
 
2) Hong Kong and China are high context cultures and some believe the collective harmony is 
perceived as being more important than individual concerns, therefore negative emotions 
might stay hidden. This is a constraint when working with expressive arts therapy.  To 
approach an individual matter as if it is a community concern often works.   
 
3) Many people in the Hong Kong and mainland China setting connect to Buddhist non-
attachment beliefs, in which something is neither black nor white but in process and always 
changing. Expressive arts therapy is focused on ‘trusting the process, the beginners and a 
curious mind, and change’ hence, here a connection can be made.   
 
4) Taoist teachings are influential in the Hong Kong and mainland Chinese setting, in which, 
amongst other things, suffering is seen as not useful, so it is suggested to focus on something 
external. Overanalyzing by trying to understand things mentally is advised against. The Tao Te 
Ching of the founding father of Taoism, Lao Tzu, includes writings such as, “Listening to your 
guts instead of trusting what your eyes see”, “He who speaks does not know much”, and “Too 
much language clouds things”. It is also said that Lao Tzu, enjoyed a shower when his wife 
died, “why suffer, and compete with natures forces; only dead fish swim against the stream?” 
In practice some suggest, this might mean people to shift their focus onto something else and 
are silent about the matter at stake.173 There are three points of connection here with regards 
to expressive arts theory, conceptualization and practice:   
 
                                                      
173.  I remember in my cooperation with David Leung that we had a moment where we did not understand one 
another and there was tension. I wanted to talk about it and see if we could solve it, but with any attempt to do 
so, he seemed “not present” and instead talked about “the trees, the flowers, the trees etc. I labeled it as 
ignorance; from my Dutch background he was not taking responsibility. Only much later I understood, it was not 
ignorance, but he believed things would solve themselves best when finding distance and watching what 
happened. His Taoist mindset, he later explained, believed that “the universe does not need my intervention for 
things to work out”.  
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a/b) the element of ‘decentering’, and of not wanting to fight and go against nature’s 
forces.174 In terms of the latter, an expressive arts therapist can point out that learning 
about bodily wisdom through engaging with the body and movement will synchronize 
one’s thoughts and energy in line with nature’s cycles, or recycling, of seasons, of 
circular processes in which things grow and expand. Peimin Ni wrote an article on 
freedom in relation to Taoism and explains: In the Taoist philosophy, we find a strikingly 
different idea of freedom. The Taoist conceives of freedom from the very opposite 
direction: instead of focusing on an absence of external constraint or coercion, the Taoist 
focuses on modifying the self that can be in external environment and requesting the 
environment to give room to the individual's desires or will, the Taoist requires the 
individual to be critical of him/herself, and to be in harmony with their environment 
(1993: 24). There are good chances it causes conflict and withdrawal to get people in 
the Hong Kong and mainland Chinese context to express their traumas and negative 
emotions. What might work is putting the emphasize on; taking responsibility for 
reaching an internal state of awareness; the possibility to choose; and freedom.   
 
c) When someone is still in a severe state of trauma with the instinctual brain  
deregulated, to tell someone to count on their guts is not helpful. What is needed first 
is ‘defrosting’ to happen, the dorsal vagal nerve system to reset, immobility and 
heightened fear to no longer dominate, stabilization needs to increase. Only then it 
make sense to encourage the ‘dancer’ to attend to the body’s wisdom and sensations 
more than to one’s intellect, with chances on growth in personal strength and resiliency.
  
 
5. A last entry point offered by a particular element of Chinese philosophy, where I see a 
possible connection with expressive arts conceptualization and practices, is that generally 
speaking it does not speak of one self but multiple selves.175 In this view, it is not strange if 
one acts differently towards various people and situations. If we are constantly the same 
“Self”, that might be consequential but we renounce ourselves. Virginia Wolf’s one-liner from 
the essay Street Haunting. A London Adventure, “Self is the synthesis of opposing forces”, 
                                                      
174 “Since all things are longing for peace. Why not let them alone” (Chuang Tzu). In: Soccio, D. J. (2015). 
Archetypes of Wisdom. An introduction to philosophy. Cengage Learning: Boston. Pp. 27 
175 According to Michael Puett, professor in Chinese HIstory at Harvard University.  
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does well in the context of Chinese philosophy.176 When there is not the idea that one should 
behave and express oneself in a consequential manner, there is more room for change, for 
exploring new ways of thinking and reacting.  
Regarding the contextualization of Expressive Arts Therapy to the Nepali setting, both for 
refugees in Hong Kong as well as for Nepali women based in Nepal, Mary Putera, Griet de 
Knopper, Shanti Tamang, and my own fieldwork were drawn upon. The most important 
conclusions were the need to communicate in the participants’ own language in therapy, to 
use a more ‘silent and contained’ form of imagination and community arts in comparison to 
how it is taught in a more European or US context, as at the European Graduate School. And 
finally, to be aware of the changed relationship Nepalis have with nature; it was first a ‘healer’, 
but after the earthquake it has become a ‘threat’.  
 
The last practitioner I shared part of my dialogue with in this chapter is Markus Scott 
Alexander, who has work experience in Hong Kong and bridges dance theatre and expressive 
arts. He highlighted the importance of ‘resonance, recognition, and participation’ in EXA 
practice, choreography, and daily life. In terms of aesthetic analysis, he accentuated the 
necessity for an expressive arts therapist to have the capacity to lead a group in experiencing 
and practicing a certain art form, putting their therapeutic process in a presentable aesthetic 
form. This can be highly empowering when properly guided, taking away the ‘dancers’  
perception of feeling and seeing themselves as a powerless and dependent client. 
Consequently, room is created to experience having the possibility and strength to share 
one’s story. The latter worked better in a Nepalese setting than in a Hong Kong and mainland 
Chinese setting, where such vulnerable stories are not easily exposed or received well. On 
the other hand, a greater focus on the creative and artistic element of EXA, in comparison to 
a more psychotherapeutic method, does heighten the chances of engaging Chinese people. 
To put it simply, “In the Hong Kong and mainland Chinese context it even seemed a necessity 
to be a well-trained artist and teacher, because the psychotherapy in itself was not an entry 
point to easily connect with local people”.   
 
I would like to close this chapter with a little poem reflecting on what it means to ‘reinvent 
                                                      




home’,  when home is not necessarily a geographical space, but rather seen as follows: ‘The 
body is the shore on the ocean of being’. 
    ~ Home ~  
     Home 
     is where I can be homeless 
     Home  
     surrounds unfamiliar territory 


























‘Movement as a bridge between  
knowledge & wisdom’ 
 









CHAPTER 8 ‘Conclusions’ 
 
Introduction 
MOVEMENT AS A BRIDGE BETWEEN KNOWLEDGE AND WISDOM  
To acquire knowledge, one must study, but to acquire wisdom, one must observe  
(Marilyn vos Savant).  
 
Knowledge without embodiment is a hollow shell, knowledge embodied is loving wisdom. If 
I understand mysteries but do not love, I am only a resounding gong or a clanging cymbal. 
After receiving a PhD fellowship in 2011 and moving to Hong Kong in 2012, I spent a sufficient 
amount of time on the Lingnan University Campus; writing, dialoguing, photographing, 
dancing, having dinner, and looking at the two statues on campus (see images on the cover 
of this chapter) –  a statue of a person who is moving and a person who is reading. I wondered 
how to embody both, gaining knowledge as well as embodying knowledge, so it would 
become ‘loving wisdom’ that teaches us something about what it means to be ‘human’, how 
to ‘do humanity’ together. 
In my first year I got lost and felt stuck with all the texts and theories available, and I started 
to move/dance in my office in between writing sessions. In a poem entitled “The Journey”, 
in the Methodology chapter, I posed the question: "Body are you my way out of liminality 
into poiesis”? I suppose it has been just like that: the body and movement became the way 
out of inbetweenness into poiesis; a type of knowledge that comes to us through creation 
and reflecting on what has been created by us, by others, in the environment surrounding 
us. A question I often received is "How are your art works and dance creations related to 
your writing?" My knowledge is artificial; it is writing distilled from abstract reality. As a 
dancer and expressive art trainer I have learnt that knowledge itself has little to do with our 
making sense of being in this world. It is knowledge researched through the body and senses 
which transfers it into wisdom.  
Wisdom involves reflection, emotion, and instinct; engaging all three parts of the human 
brain. Wisdom connects us to the bigger whole, to somatic processes, to the cycles of 
nature’s organism. Nature and the body function in a circular, non-controllable mode, and 
not in a linear progression. The same goes for embodied knowledge; it comes to us in bits 
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and pieces, in images, in different sensory experiences, for us to reflect on. This exposes the 
weakness of enlightenment theories and a “human self-concept” that only acknowledges a 
certain type of human experience, that of conscious self-aware subjects in control of their 
acts and the world around them. Wisdom takes the human being from its narcissist statue 
and shows its vulnerability.  
[…] My writing is a living document that will continue after my PhD is done. What I have to 
offer are reflections in the format of writing, images, and dance footage. Reflections that are 
based on wisdom that was gained through moving in between the statue of the reading and 
the moving person. I invite you as a reader to develop your own interpretations.   
 
Sub chapter 8.1 expounds on the relevance of the study, the theoretical framework, and the 
methodology. In 8.2 the research questions will be answered, and a connection is made 
between the theory (chapter 1-4) and the empirical chapters. Only the main findings will be 
highlighted, a more detailed overview of findings can be found in chapter 5-7. Subchapter 
8.2 is comprised of an artistic presentation of findings and a political statement, in the format 
of an exhibition and a performance that took place in Hong Kong in April/May 2016. 





8.1 Core themes and questions 
In this dissertation the following core themes were explored: a) universality of trauma storing 
in the body and contextualizing its treatment b) culturally sensitizing and including local 
resources in expressive arts therapy (with a particular focus on conflict-affected Nepalese 
women in the context of Hong Kong/China), c) the need to critically evaluate the power 
relations inherit to the ‘therapy- apparatus’. The main dialogue in which this dissertation 
engages is with the therapists and somatic practitioners using the arts/movement, who are 
embedded in the Chinese culture and are having to adapt their approach to the local setting 
and/or the ethnic minority groups they work with.   
 
This section will first summarize the necessity and relevance of the PhD focus selected; second, 
the research questions will be outlined. 
8.1.1. Change in conflict patterns and impact 
Why are the core themes outlined above relevant? First of all, in the last decennia, the nature 
of conflict and its impact changed from inter-state to intra-state, from conquering territory 
to a focus on ‘identity’. […] Until the mid-twentieth century, analysis of the causes and 
consequences of conflict took place along the line of macro-politics, as most wars were inter-
state (Miall et al 1998). While not underestimating the cruelties of the wars that were fought 
openly between states, there are some reasons why the characteristics of contemporary 
conflicts give rise to extreme forms of social trauma (Thomas & Allen 2000: 173; Allen et all 
1996: 150). The International Red Cross Society mentions that most casualties of these new 
wars are civilians, especially women, children, and elderly individuals. Civilians who are not 
killed are often forced to leave their homes, and thereby become refugees or internally 
displaced persons (Allen et all. 1996: 749). Hence, loss of place, home and identity, acute and 
chronic trauma, and family disruption became an increased concern (Meyer 2007: 22). […]
  
 
Chapter 4 explained that the characteristics outlined regarding ‘new wars’ also hold true for 
the Nepalese civil war between the Maoists (UCPNM), the monarchy, and the main political 
parties. In the introduction it was highlighted that the number of people who fled their 
homes or lived in exile has grown exponentially in the last years, and it at the highest number 
since the mid-nineties: 59.5 million forcibly displaced people (refugees, asylum seekers, and 
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internally displaced people) in 2014.177  With the problem of migrants, refugees, and asylum-
seekers being a topic high on political agendas, more attention is needed for the 
psychological impact of conflict and displacement. 
8.1.2. Contextualization traumatology & expressive arts theory/practice 
The second argument as to why this dissertation and the questions it addresses are 
necessary, is that contextualization is needed both for traumatology (as a field of study with 
its particular conceptualization, and as a discourse) which bears its roots in Europe, as well 
as for expressive arts therapy developed in the United States and Europe.178  This is not to 
say that trauma or engaging the arts in healing processes have no roots, or did not exist 
outside Europe and the US; they were just not labelled, conceptualized, and categorized as 
such. For example, ancient and shamanic cultures engaged in rituals, movement, and other 
expressive forms to support individuals in processing loss, integrating into the collective, and 
healing from psychosomatic complaints.179 Cultural sensitivity and uncovering Eurocentrism 
with regards to trauma diagnostics and treatment are needed (Watters 2011; Meyer 2014).  
 
History of traumatology  
The theory chapter sets out the history and development of traumatology in Europe. From 
the 14th century onwards, those with psycho(-somatic) complaints and/or mental 
disturbances were treated consecutively as madmen, and put in asylum where they were 
cared for by boatmen or saints.180 Later, they were consecutively viewed as heretics, social 
outcast, and moral degenerates, treated by doctors who acted as moral guardians. Although 
labelled in various ways, with their fate in the hands of all kinds of ‘care takers’, and their 
complaint perhaps appearing as merely physical or mental, up until the Classical Age the 
                                                      
177. http://www.un.org/en/globalissues/briefingpapers/refugees/, UNHCR, “A world at war. Global trends. 
Forced displacement in 2014”.http://unhcr.org/2014trends/ 
178 Expressive art therapy is a relatively new field, its roots trace back to the 1970s (US, Lesley University in 
Boston) and later a daughter institute in Europe (Saas Fee, Switzerland) was founded (Levine & Levine ed. 1999). 
179 Peter Levine in the book “The Tiger Awakens. Trauma treatment with somatic experience” also makes a 
connection with “ancient ways of healing”. He stresses that throughout history and oral transference of 
knowledge the shaman was responsible for the health of individuals and communities. In contrast to Western 
medicine, the latter two were seen as one, and the effects of trauma on the individual and the community were 
acknowledged (2008: 65). 
180  This exclusion of the mentally ill, according to Michel Foucault, had its roots and history in how those with 
leprosy were treated in European cities in the two centuries before. Some historical facts mentioned in 
Foucault’s dissertation are highly questionable. Merquior and Midelfort, for example, claim that the general 
hospitals largely developed out of medieval hospitals and monasteries, not largely from reopened leprosaria as 
in Foucault’s theory (Merquior 1991: 28; Midelfort 1980: 256).  
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overall ideas about cures were focussed on the whole person.181 The unity between body-
mind was broken down, a dualism mirrored in the treatment of the mentally ill and 
traumatized. The mentally ill became the domain of medical practitioners instead of the 
saints and boatmen. The field of psychiatry was born, and medicine took over in terms of 
treating the mentally ill, including the traumatized, with a lecture of Benjamin Rush in 1786. 
The success of doctors in bringing the mentally ill back to a moral path, made people believe 
that doctors held a special power to understand and cure mental illness. This added to the 
power position they already attained, as it was up to them to decide who should be detained, 
released, and cared for in hospitals.  
Foucault’s History of Madness, elaborates on theories of madness, mental illness, and the 
history of the asylum in Europe […] It might have reached its aim to question whether modern 
psychiatric medicine is not just a new form of ‘social control’, and mental illness a social 
construct. By medicalizing madness, we presumably move from moral derision to scientific 
categories of etiology, nosology, and treatment plans. James Hollis, in his review of the new 
English translation of History of Madness outlines “The classificatory impulse continues to 
the present in the continuous revising of the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual, which is the 
Bible of modern therapy and required by an insurance company in a neighborhood near 
you”.182 Watters in his book Crazy Like Us. The Globalization of The American Psyche (2011) 
demonstrates how Western (American and European) conceptions of mental illness have 
been exported to the rest of the world. “The often enthusiastic international reception of 
DSM-III and IV with its standardized descriptions of typical American forms of mental anguish, 
has homogenized human suffering all over the world”.183  
 
Governmentality and the power dynamic inherent in therapist and client relationships and 
the therapy apparatus as a whole are a point of attention. In relationship to therapy, Foucault 
                                                      
181. Bitters were taken to purify the soul and the body, theatrical or musical presentation was thought to 
influence the soul and body. This changed drastically with the approach of the 19th century. 
182.  http://www.cgjungpage.org/learn/articles/book-reviews/871-review-qhistory-of-madnessq-by-michel-
foucault 
Regarding his point made about the Bible of modern therapy and the diagnostics and labelling needed by 
insurance companies: I needed to be labelled “severely depressed” before getting 1) a couple of grief processing 
sessions covered from the Dutch medical insurance company, 2) approval for unpaid leave, to put my PhD on 
hold for some time. I was not severely depressed but an optimistic and resilient human being who just went 
through heavy personal losses, and who needed some healthy time to bounce back, or better to grow stronger, 
wiser, milder; to let my grief be transferred into a gift.  
183 Review – Ethan Watters. Crazy Like Us: The Globalization of the American Psyche. New York: Free 
Press, 2010.  
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speaks of a top-down apparatus with policies that act under the guise of ‘protect and serve’, 
and language that frames the clients as helpless victim in need of the ‘betterment’ of the 
therapist. 184  Power not only affects the ‘subjects’ of the therapy apparatus, but it also shapes 
psyche (Iliopoulos 2012). Patients voluntarily give themselves up to power without being 
aware of the theoretical assumptions underpinning -and power dynamics present in- the 
institutions’ part of the therapy infrastructure. […] To dwell upon Levine’s wording “the time 
is ripe for a major change […] we must move from a society of victimization to one of creative 
action […] psychotherapy is in need of transforming itself (2009:11). The only way for 
therapists to tackle the problematic of trauma and psychotherapy, and admit its 
social/cultural construction and the role of power, is to read themselves into the problem, 
to go beyond one-way mirroring, to analyse their pathology, and attempt to change 
patterns of communication that reproduce the psy-complex apparatus (Parker 1999: 8). […]  
 
I acknowledge that power is never innocent, and I am moving away from the binary idea that 
one either has power or one does not (Brown 2006). This dissertation suggests viewing the 
client and therapist as ‘partial knowers’, as  both bringing knowledge and agency to the 
conversation. In the expressive arts sessions given as part of this PhD trajectory I have been 
focusing on ‘power sharing’, and also included myself as an art/o/grapher into the research. 
[…]  A/r/tographical research involves communities of practice, in which the a/r/tographer 
engages a group of research participants in collaborative arts-based inquiry processes that 
invite a relational aesthetic (Irwin, 2008; Irwin & Springgay, 2008). I have done this by setting 
up an artistic exchange between Hong Kong and The Netherlands on a theme related to this 
PhDs study (www.reinventinghome.net), and by engaging with therapists part of the Hong 
Kong Expressive Arts Therapy Association, as well as by initiating a team that gave expressive 
arts sessions to South Asian women in Hong Kong.   
 
Traumatology conceptualization  
In terms of the contextualization of traumatology as a field of study with its particular 
conceptualization, and as a discourse, Levine highlights that “many of the prevailing 
conceptions of [health and] trauma in psychology and the social sciences seem to be 
inappropriate for understanding human suffering” (2009: 17). He continues by pointing out 
                                                      
184 Foucault uses the term ‘apparatus’ to indicate “the various institutional, physical and administrative 
mechanisms and knowledge structures which enhance and maintain the exercise of power within the social 
body” (O’ Farrell 2005: 129). One of the side effects of this top-down apparatus is that it re-creates and sustains 
the need for therapists. 
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that one of the problems with trauma theory is that it relies on an implicit conception of the 
human subject as being defined by consciousness and will. […] Trauma shatters the illusion 
of knowledge and control, “the ego, who considers itself to be infinite and without 
boundaries, is defeated by trauma, it can neither comprehend nor master what has 
happened” (Levine 2009: 53). Here, I do not aim to state that there is no room for 
consciousness in trauma at all. The recent “turn to affect” of cultural theorists, and the 
emphasis on the ‘body’ in Van der Kolk’s work on trauma, find each other in their anti-
intentionality, a shift away from the notions of ‘survivor-guilt’185 and Freud’s unconscious. My 
critic on the “affect theory” is in line with historian Leys work, that it is “too much body all 
the time”, leading to a deepening of the Cartesian body/mind split.186 Another effect of anti-
intentionality is that consciousness and the body are placed in opposition, without a third 
category such as psychic reality or unconscious. The shift from mind /actions / intentions 
/what you do /agency to the body / affective experience / identity /who you are, risks 
“perceiving trauma victims as wholly passive, without will or impulse” and thereby deepening 
the helplessness and dependency of traumatized people (Levine 2009: 72).   
In sum, when one wishes to create space for trauma to exist and transform we need to look 
critically at:  
 
 a) the division made between human experience that is seen as holding truth, as in historical 
claims, and knowledge that falls outside the dominant paradigms of knowledge and 
representation. An alternative is to view any kind of cultural and historic representation of 
our personal and collective identities as a curation. A curation, a collection, is a redemption 
of things, and thus approaching history as a curation means to address the power relations 
inherent to documentation and regeneration of conventional history (Arendt 2007: 42). […] 
Approaching history as a ‘collection’ of memories when working with war-traumatized 
individuals creates room for traumatic experiences to exist and contribute to our 
understanding of their cultural identity and local history. […] 
                                                      
185. ‘Survivor guilt’ refers to feelings of guilt for having survived a life-threatening situation when others died. 
Recently ‘survivor guilt’ has been categorized as a component of PTSD. But it is shame, not guilt, that relates to 
PTSD symptoms. Thus, survivor guilt is not guilt but shame as a consequence of having lived when others have 
died. Herman in the essay "Post traumatic Stress Disorder as a Shame Disorder" (in Shame in the Therapy Hour, 
ed. Ronda L. Dearing and June Price Tangney (Washington, DC: American Psychological Association, 2011), 
shows parallels between the experience of shame and trauma aligned with current DSM V categories of post-
traumatic stress and dissociative disorders. 
186. Alford, C.F. (2016). Affect Theory and Trauma Theory. http://www.traumatheory.com/affect-theory-and-
trauma-theory/ 
Retrieved 18 February 2017. 
303 
Benjamin’s dissertation acknowledges traumatic experiences and memory as a ‘human 
experience’:  “it is exactly the discontinuity, the disparities, the ruptures of history and 
memory that make trauma visible; these are the gifts handed to the next generation”. 187 It is 
the piecing together of fragments and uncertainties that transforms trauma into a space of 
insight, creating meaning from what is known and unknown, bridging the stories and images 
of history present in our implicit and explicit memory. Or, to connect to the title of this 
dissertation and Levine’s writings: the greed for power, leading to violence and grief, can 
only transform into a gift when it the story is heard and responded to. For any story to be 
heard and received, it needs to be acknowledged first as a ‘human experience’ that exists. 
[…]    
 
[…]  
When others recognize our (trauma) stories as a valid experience, even when they do not fit 
into their theoretical formulations and ideas, they confirm and remind us of our humanity 
since relationship is the basis of our existence (Giorgi 1997: 238).188 “A person cannot exist 
alone; all action must be in the form of interaction between person and person” (Hu 1929, 
2006: 107).  […] Relationship as the basis of human existence is a principle is central to 
phenomenology, and in line with two core concepts of Confucian-centered philosophy “are 
‘jen’ (or ren) or human heartedness meaning loving others and yi or oughtness meaning the 
material essence of duties in society” (Fung 1948, 2007: 69).189 Human beings are builders, 
creators, makers with the urge to construct and change the world they are part of, with the 
possibility to impact their surroundings and be impacted by it (Levine 2012: 187, 189). 
Labeling traumatic experience as non-experience, means to exclude people from our 
humanity, and deepens their feelings of being ‘non-humans’, unable to step out of their 
powerlessness and dependency. We reconfirm their closing up, their detention, their exile 
from their bodies, and from our shared experience of humanity. 
 
 
                                                      
187.  Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, “Walter Benjamin”, First published Tue Jan 18, 2011; substantive  
revision Wed Jul 22, 2015, http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/benjamin/ 
188. Our being-in-the-world is a being-with-others. The world is given to me as a shared phenomenon. Within 
phenomenology, subject and object are intrinsically related, and thus are not, as traditionally thought, two 
independent entities. 
189. Zhu, Y. and H. Shihui (2008). Cultural differences in the Self: From Philosophy to Psychology and 
Neuroscience. Social and Personality Psychology Compass, 2 (5),  1799–1811.  
http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/j.1751-9004.2008.00133.x/pdf 
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b) the secretly inherited relationship that classical culture as a whole has set up with 
unreason.190 Also, instead of doing every possible thing to protect the self-image of the 
human race from the idea that is has anything to do with elements that are “uncontrollable” 
and “instinctive”, to relate and embrace these elements of our human existence. This 
research attempted to move towards the ‘instinctual’, sensory, and “more animal-like” 
elements in relation to our humanity. This was through self-reflection as part of the 
art/o/graphy methodological approach, as well as through artistic research, including Hong 
Kong/Chinese, as well as a variety of expats and Dutch artists.191   
 
c)  trauma identification and its treatment are culturally bound (Hinton and Lewis-Fernandez 
2010). PTSD-like constructs are only recently developed constructs to describe, identify, and 
treat psychological suffering in Western ethno-psychiatry. Constructs like ‘trauma’ and 
‘PTSD’, and a linear process of pathogen-illness and treatment, might not fit within a “non-
Western framework of emotions, behaviour and perception […] understanding personal or 
social meanings and experiences of distress associated with traumatic events also is 
necessary for effective treatment” (Kohrt & Hruschka 2010: 323, 324). Panagiotopoulou 
suggests taking an anthropological perspective and approach when using expressive arts 
therapy. While answering the research questions, I will focus on trauma identification and 
treatment in the Hong Kong and Chinese setting regarding the local population as well as the 
Nepalese ethnic minority; not just on how to adapt to these settings but how to connect and 
use what is present. Expressive arts are taught in several ways. Here, the focus is on 
movement-based expressive arts therapy, where other media come in second. The Life/Art 
Process of the Tamalpa Institute comes closest to the approach I used while running the 
expressive arts group for Nepali women in Hong Kong, as well as to the approach used by the 
practitioners I engaged with in Hong Kong and China. 192 
                                                      
190.  The mentally ill and traumatized “were modified and displaced”, and although it was claimed to base its 
studies on the point of view of an objective pathology, the truth was that madness was still haunted by an ethical 
view of unreason, and the scandal of its animal nature (Foucault 2006:159). 
191. The self-reflection has been written about in chapter 5. The artistic research was referred to at several 
places in this dissertation. Online it is stored at www.reinventinghome.net 
192. Daria Halprin (2003) teaches a movement-based approach to expressive arts therapy, wherein somatic 
psychology, visual art-making, dance, and performance art are joined together to facilitate a Life/Art Process 
that promotes embodied healing and transformation. Her approach builds on the revolutionary work of dancer 
Anna Halprin (2000), Daria’s mother, who is frequently considered to be the pioneer of dance as a healing art. 
www.tamalpa.org and  https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=yVQ50oG2bnE 
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8.1.3 Trauma, language and text 
 
If knowing is discontinuous and history not a chronological, integrated story, but a 
fragmented curation (Arendt 2007), research methodology from a ‘positivist’ world view 
might not be appropriate for certain questions (Strauss 1962; Faire 2012). Working with 
those taken too early from their mother/land, it seems relevant and necessary to take an 
approach that acknowledges the fragmentation of memory and the storing of experiences 
and memories in the format of images and sensations (Erni 2012; Gopalkrishnan 2013: 119). 
These deep laying memories, for example, caused by traumatic experiences we are exposed 
to, have no narrative capacity. This does not mean these experiences are ‘nonconscious’ or 
‘non existing, nor that they have ‘no text’. They are present, a physical reality, yet will not 
speak in the way we might wish them to, as a logical verbal text.  
 
Van der Kolk found that when the ‘smoke detector’, the amygdala in the brain, lit up, the left 
cerebral cortex (broca’s area) went dim.193 The latter is the primary language centre. This 
leads to the frustration of traumatized people who try to put their feelings into words. They 
enter into a re-traumatizing feedback loop of frustration, shutdown and dissociation. The 
language barrier shows the importance of working with images and sensations, the language 
which the ‘by-trauma-deregulated’ reptile brain speaks.194 For traumatized people, personal 
history thus is not a chronological story with linear and univocal developments, rather, the 
task is to collect the forgotten or erased fragments so as to construct alternative and multiple 
histories that hold the power to challenge the present and future” (Mitroiu 2011).  
 
Expressive arts, artistic inquiry, and the Inquiry based practice lend themselves to a research 
focus, acknowledging the notion of trauma, fragmented memory, history as a curation, and 
the need to engage creative means to connect with that which can be put into words, and 
then which (cannot yet) be verbalized in text (Erni 2012; Gopalkrishnan 2013: 119). Why? 
                                                      
193. Trauma specialist, Dr. Bessel van der Kolk on the tyranny of language: 
http://www.traumacenter.org/products/pdf_files/terrors_grip.pdf 
194.  Dr. Perry accentuates that engaging movement and imagery not only a way to engage with traumatic 
memory and parts that we dissociated from, but also points out that to regulate the brainstem, rhythmic and 
repetitive movement are the greatest resource.  “If you want a person to use relational reward, or cortical 
thought – first those lowest parts of the brain [instinctual brain] have got to be regulated. The only way to move 
from these super-high anxiety states, to calmer more cognitive states, is rhythm […] patterned, repetitive 
rhythmic activity: walking, running, dancing, singing, repetitive meditative breathing – you use brain stem-
related somatosensory networks which make your brain accessible to relational (limbic brain) reward and 
cortical thinking” (2014). 
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Because in all three a dialogue is created between the: ordered (Apollonian)/chaotic 
(Dionysian), conscious/unconscious, l-hemispheric / r-hemispheric, scientific-rational/artistic 
non rational. Systematic arts-based inquiry differs from art making, since it centers on a 
research question and uses defined arts-based procedures to explore this question. Inquiry 
based practice starts with suspending one’s ‘knowing’ and instead ‘decentering’ into art-
making, opening up to other sources of wisdom that tend to be invalided: the artistic, non-
rational intuitions. Faire stresses that “a reliance predominately on Evidence-Based-Practice 
(with its current emphasis on scientific/medical methodologies within the therapy field) can 
create an imbalance and needs to be balanced in human centered disciplines [such as 
expressive arts therapy or Somatic Approaches or Body Psychology] with an Inquiry-Based-
Practice underpinned by valuing ‘not-knowing’.   
[…]  
Transformation of trauma takes place when the therapist/witness goes beyond showing that 
he/she has understood and received the story, through mirroring and empathic response, to 
expressing how the story affected them. An aesthetic intervention takes place when the 
therapist is able to help the individual or community tell the story in a way that is more 
effective (Knill, Barba and Fuchs 2004; Knill, Levine & Levine 2005: 68). Although in the 
beginning of the healing process music, visual arts, movement, and play might be the best 
tool to work with, later poetry and creative writing support the process, giving words to the 
experiences and sensations without ‘forcing’ a process of expressing oneself in a linear and 
logic narrative. 195  Poetry engages ‘sense-language’ where linearity is not an issue, and 
metaphors and images are often part of a poem McNiff (1981: 80-81). Also, there are 
fundamental perceptual modes of thought that are not influenced by language and past 
experience (Rudolf Arnheim 1971). In this way, poetry and creative writing offer a more 
personal alternative to society’s standardized language systems. If body and mind are viewed 
as integrated and interrelated, then therapy be similarly integrated; involving the body, the 
senses as well as facilitating the transformation of affect into emotions, so that the 
traumatized person can speak and tell their story.  
With therapy aiming at the restoration of a person to the ground of human existence, “to the 
experience of embodied being in the world with others”, it can be seen as a ‘rite of 
restoration’. Its purpose is not to normalize clients, but to restore their sense making of the 
                                                      
195. Poetry is the ‘tool’ bridging the knowledge gathered on a sensory level (kinetic knowing, poiesis, insight 
gathered through art making and movement research) with verbal and written text. Bodily wisdom comes in the 
format of images, sensations and not in arguments that logically follow on each other. 
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world. Human suffering makes us fall out of a world of everyday, a meaningful totality we 
share with others, leaving us with the experience of being alone in a meaningless world 
(Levine 2009: 44). 
In the above context, the concept ‘home’ does not only refer to a geographical place but a 
place/space associated with feelings of belonging (external), and with inhabiting the self, the 
‘body-home’ while living from one’s essence. A ‘refugee’ then can be conceptualized as a 
person taken from the environment of a mother/land too early, and ‘exile’ can mean being 
in ‘exile’ from one’s country as well as ‘emotional exile’ and ‘living in exile’ from one’s culture 
or body because of trauma and dissociation (Meyer 2007: 27).196 To research the traumatized 
individual and community’s recovery journey out of ‘exile’ towards ‘home’, I chose to use the 
concept ‘transformation’ and not resilience. Ten years after the Indian Ocean tsunami of 
2004, and the multiple projects launched and financially granted under the flag of 
“promoting community resilience”, the term seems to have lost its credibility, and talking 
about the term ‘resilience’ leads to resistance and fatigue in the humanitarian and 
community art scene. To define (trauma) ‘transformation’, as outlined above, I use the ‘rites 
de passage’ and ‘liminality’ notion of Van Gennep (1960) and Turner’s (1969); both 
acknowledge that transformation happens through a three-part structure 
(separation/deconstruction, liminal period, re-assimilation/reconstruction). The findings 
were structured chapters along the lines of these three stages of a rites de passage process: 
“Voices of Deconstruction”, “Delving into Liminality” and ‘reinventing home’, and reflect on 
empirical work done with war-traumatized women in Nepal in 2007/2008, as well as Nepali 
women residing in Hong Kong (2015). The chapters also expound on my own art/o/graphy 
process, and include reflections on expressive arts practitioners and movement practitioners 




                                                      
196. An example of emotional exile is the following: according to the government, the refugee can go home, yet 
they have emotional reasons why they feel it is impossible to return. In the Nepali situation I met one 
respondent in Hong Kong who was with the Security Forces, while his brother was with the Maoists. It seemed 
impossible for them to return to the same household, so he fled to Hong Kong and commented on the event 
saying, “my mother did not stop crying”.   
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8.1.4  Research questions 
 
The above theorization and the outlined operationalization relate to the following research 
questions: 
 
The central question researched was:  
How can expressive art therapists be witnesses/catalysts, standing along the lines of a rites 
de passage transformation processes (individual level) in relation to the topic of exile, home 
and belonging, while working with refugees?  
 
Sub questions  
1) What does it mean to be a traumatized refugee in Hong Kong? How is trauma perceived 
within the local context? What kind of support and obstacles can a war-traumatized refugee 
expect in relation to the Hong Kong institutions?  
 
2) How can we adjust EXA knowledge to the local Hong Kong/Nepali setting when working 
with the Life/Art Process (movement, nature and imagery) to facilitate the reconciliation of 
war-traumatized refugees with self, others, and the state?  
 
3) How can local resources in Hong Kong/Nepal (stories, songs, Buddhist, Hindu and Taoist 
conception) feed general expressive arts therapy conceptualization and practices? 
4) When framing ‘refugee’ and being in ‘exile’ as a person taken from their mother/land too 
early, living in ‘exile’ from embodying their full potential, to which reflections on growth and 
transformation does that lead for the interviewed expressive arts therapists and artists? 
The central question was addressed in all three empirical chapters. Sub question 1a in 
chapter 6, 1b and 1c in chapter 6 and 7. Sub question 1d was addressed in chapter 5, where 
the author reflects on her own experiences of loss, grief and transformation, and chapter 7 






8.2.  EXA contextualization of trauma transformation 
 
In this section a summary of the findings can be found. This summary will answer the research 
questions one by one.  I want to remind the reader while reading the summary of findings of 
the fact that this dissertation is a “living document”; the ideas and renderings throughout 
this document are not final outcomes or finite statements in relation to the research 
questions, or of how art-making supports re-inhabiting one’s body-home and redefining 
one’s identity through art.  My ‘living inquiry’ process into the topic will proceed, as so I hope 
it will for many others. 
 
8.2.1 Trauma and local context 
What does it mean to be a traumatized refugee in Hong Kong? How is trauma perceived 
within the local context? What kind of support and obstacles can a war-traumatized refugee 
expect in relation to the Hong Kong institutions? In this section research sub question 1 is 
answered.  
 
In chapter 4, I shared some background information about the Nepali civil war, culture and 
situation for various groups of women. This was done to contextualize the above questions 
which were answered before in chapter 5, 6, and 7. This is because the Nepali women 
affected by war would be the focus when running an expressive arts therapy group in Hong 
Kong. Secondly, I started with self-reflection, exploring my own ‘body landscape’ through 
artistic research and inquiry, while relating to topics like deconstruction, liminality and 
reconstruction, refugee, belonging, exile, and home. This deepened my understanding and 
opened up new avenues to 1) conceptualize the research topic, 2) develop expressive arts 
therapy and choreographic tools when working with the South Asian women group as well 





[…] When defining what constitutes a ‘refugee’, this research went beyond “the  
1951 Convention”197, “the 1967 Protocol”198, or “Persons of Concern”199. The latter definition 
includes refugees under the 1951 Convention, returnees, stateless persons, asylum seekers 
and internally displaced persons (United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees, 2014). […] 
The definition used for this PhD research for ‘refugee’ is “someone who left the environment 
of a mother/land too early, or someone living (partly) in exile from their body because of 
traumatic experiences (Meyer 2007: 26-28, 126 – 128). In particular, this research centres 
around those who work with people who had to flee their external landscape and country of 
origin. Applying this definition makes it possible to look at being a ‘refugee’ in a new way. 
Also, it creates room for you and me, and for the Nepali community (part of the research 
case study) living in “refugee like conditions” in Hong Kong to be included. 200  
 
Another term that needs a working definition before it is possible to answer the first research 
question is ‘trauma’. This research started with the following working definition: experiences 
or situations that are emotionally painful and distressing, and that overwhelm people’s ability 
to cope” (Basoclu 1992: 151).29 The definition changed, progressed and developed 
throughout performing this research. It is no longer an ‘objective’ narration of trauma as a 
phenomenon based on the working definition chosen, or the “bible of psychotherapy” in 
which trauma in 1993 was defined as “out of the range of normal human experience” (DSM 
IIV 1993). 201  This definition has lost ground, since “the ‘theatre of war’ is no longer a distant 
battlefield, but close by in the street, the neighbourhood, the camp […] [contemporary wars 
                                                      
197  Article 1.A.2 of the 1951 United Nations Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees –“any person who 
owing to a well-founded fear of being persecuted for reasons of race, religion, nationality, membership of a 
particular social group, or political opinion, is outside the country of his nationality, and is unable to or, owing to 
such fear, is unwilling to avail himself of the protection of that country; or who, not having a nationality and 
being outside the country of his former habitual residence as a result of such events, is unable or, owing to such 
fear, is unwilling to return it” (United Nations General Assembly, 1951).  
198 The 1967 Protocol relating to the Status of Refugees (“the 1967 Protocol”) expanded the concept of 
‘refugee’, including persons who had fled war or other violence in their countries (United Nations General 
Assembly, 1967). 
199 The United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) categorizes and recognizes people who do not 
fall under the legal definition of a refugee, but live in a “refugee-like situation” as “persons of concern”. 
“Persons of Concern” is a general term to describe people whose protection and assistance needs are of 
interest to UNHCR (United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees, 2014). 
200.  Also, many Hong Kong people were once refugees themselves. Between 700,000 and 1 million refugees 
came to Hong Kong in the 1950s, eventually comprising one-third of the city’s population (Justice Centre 2016). 
201 Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, 3rd ed. 1993, 4th ed, 2000, 5th ed.  
http://www.dsm5.org/Documents/PTSD%20Fact%20Sheet.pdf 
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are] connected more to identity than ideology or territory” Thompson et all. (2009: 11). 
Traumatic events have four primary features: incomprehensibility, disrupted attachment, 
inescapability, with the fourth being the reaction to these three, extreme physiologic arousal 
(Rothschild, 2000; van der Kolk 1994). Not the actual traumatic event causes the trauma, but 
rather the reaction to it. Here we should consider Eurocentrism as it pertains to ideas 
developed about which events lead to trauma, or which underlying forces are present in 
causing trauma symptoms (Watters 2011; LeVine 2010). PTSD and the DSM are highly 
controversial, and diagnosis and treatment based on them might be counterproductive in 
some cultural settings (Gopalkrishnan 2013; Lee 1995).  
 
In the DSM IV and V,  the trauma definition has been updated from the DSM IIV, including 
not only those that “witness the traumatic event in person, but also learn that the traumatic 
event occurred to a close family member or friend, or experiences first-hand repeated or 
extreme exposure to aversive details of the traumatic event.201 The main objection I have is 
that trauma is (still) defined as a disorder. The majority of people nowadays witnesses a 
traumatic event (war related, or the loss of loved ones, a work accident etc.) Talwar (2007) 
and Herman (1997). And although not all who witness or experience a traumatic event 
develop trauma, to categorize a significant part of humanity in such a way, as if they have a 
permanent deficit, is not recommendable. Consequently this group runs the risk that their 
state is medicalized, and their experience ‘de-humanized’ as ‘non-experience’ to protect the 
status of those who were so lucky as to never experience such traumatic events, or were able 
to process them well. Taking all this into account the working definition developed is: trauma 
is not a disorder, but a treatable injury in which our nervous system suffers the consequences 
of an unfinished flight/fight reaction to a happening that it perceived as life threatening. The 
energy that was generated, but not discharged, is stored in a ‘frozen state’ as ‘body memory’, 
in the format of images and sensations, and bears no narrative capacity. The pre-frontal 
cortex, the part of the human brain with which we plan, rationalize, and reflect on things has 
no access to this ‘body memory’.   
 
In line with the above, Stephen Levine warns of […] the tendency in the traumatology field 
to see all symptoms of psychic disturbance, no matter how mild or common, as traumatic in 
their origin. “We should not create a scenario where trauma victims are themselves 
victimized through the conception of trauma where it’s conceived as a complete opposition 
to conscious experience. Then trauma victims are treated in the same way which they were 
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by the victimizer and not recognized as fully human. The term ‘trauma’ then becomes a cage, 
a bully, a perpetrator, from which one cannot escape. Or, to let the “affect theory” speak: 
individuals are effects of the events to which their body parts respond (Thrift 2004: 60). All 
in all, it becomes a nihilist project in which all that is not fully conscious is considered 
corporeal, where it becomes unknowable and here within trauma is made meaningless (Leys 
2011: 459). I disagree with these ideas. The research done as part of this dissertation gives 
flesh to the bones of the following argument: The body is conscious and has meaning, if only 
we knew how to listen and allow ‘language’ that facilitates its knowing to be heard.   
 
When engaging with, and researching war-traumatized people, it is necessary to 
acknowledge their resiliency and capacity to respond to an event in a resourceful and 
creative manner.202  In the last decade, there has been a development within the Dutch dance 
therapy conceptualization, language, and approach used. The ‘dancers’ in therapy sessions 
are not focused on for the part of their system that is ‘injured’, rather the approach centres 
around expanding the ‘healthy’ part of the participants. This is why I use the term […] 
‘dancers’ and not ‘clients’. The groups I ran were titled, for example,  ‘expressive arts group’, 
‘women’s group’, ‘Movement Meditation’, ‘Dance Your Life’ etc., and never had a title that 
referred to  trauma or therapy.  
Traumatized refugees in Hong Kong 
More than 230,000 Vietnamese boat people arrived in Aberdeen harbor (Hong Kong) after 
Saigon fell in 1975. Hong Kong declared itself a “port of first refuge” where no one would be 
turned away, and the city developed a reputation for having a comparatively generous 
immigration policy. It was not until 2000 when Hong Kong closed its last refugee camp Pillar 
Point, and 1,400 habitants were issued identity cards. Critics say the experience, and huge 
financial bills for the Hong Kong government handling the migrants, still influences local 
policy towards refugees today.   
 
Hong Kong has neither ratified nor signed the 1951 Refugee Convention, or the 1967 Protocol 
(Chiu, 2012). Under the Hong Kong Basic Law Article 154, the Hong Kong SAR government 
has the rights to develop its own law and policies concerning immigration issues (Hong Kong 
SAR, 1997). The Immigration Department is authorized to control the entry and decide the 
                                                      
202  Levine, Stephen (2009), Trauma, Tragedy and therapy. Jessica Kingsley Publisher: London, pp. 72 
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stay of protection claimants in Hong Kong. Moreover, the Immigration Department is 
responsible for the determination of refugee status. This leads to a scenario where protection 
claimants may stay in Hong Kong for year and years but, they cannot get Hong Kong 
citizenship since Hong Kong is not a host country (Society for Community Organization, 2013). 
Vision First, an independent organization advocating for refugees, speaks of an effectively 
zero percent acceptance rate, one which has seen just 28 successful cases out of 20,000 
applications since the UN Convention against Torture was extended to Hong Kong in 1992. 
The long-term stayers remain in ‘limbo land’ without a legal status; also they have no formal 
rights to welfare services in Hong Kong. Neither do they have the right to work (paid or 
unpaid). They survive on $1,500 a month for accommodation, bags of food equivalent to 
$1,200, and transportation for $230 per month, conditions dubbed by the United Nations 
Committee Against Torture in 2015 as “live on in-kind assistance below the poverty line for 
long periods of time”. The New Screening mechanism introduced in 2014 brings claims based 
on risk of return to persecution (refugee claims), torture, or cruel, inhuman or degrading 
treatment or punishment claims (CIDTP) under one process. The fact that the government 
did not choose to implement this system, but was forced by the Court of Final Appeal, plays 
out in the system’s design being a ‘bare minimum of a system”. “The government provides 
as little information as possible to protection claimants and the public on these new 
procedures. These information gaps in themselves are a significant barrier to being able to 
access the system and are therefore particularly problematic”.4   
Without legal status protection, claimants do get humanitarian welfare, but no social welfare 
from the Hong Kong government. Christian Action, an INGO working for example with 
refugees, indicated that screening for those coming for support to their organization (first 
vulnerability screening, then after 8 months a second screening) found 99 % to suffer from a 
severe form of traumatization. Getting no social welfare means no mental healthcare. Also, 
there is a lack of communication between governmental departments, leading to the 
following situations: getting a house but no furniture; information gaps on how to fill in 
claims; getting food, but not having a stove to prepare it on; getting a house on the upper 
floor while injured. Various INGO’s and churches try to fill the “care gap”, for example the 
Justice Centre, The Vine Church, Rainlily, Vision First, Christian Action, Hong Kong Society for 
Asylum Seekers and Refugees, and more. Once a month there is a policy and service meeting 
where all NGO’s in refugee care meet, and quarterly there is a meeting for the spiritual bodies 
involved. “The only ones that are missing are the Immigration and Social Welfare Department 
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and the International Social Service Hong Kong (ISS-HK)”.203 While each INGO or institution 
has its particular focus (such as the Justice Centre on legislative care, the Vine on spiritual 
support and Christian action on mental health care), out of good intention they also reach 
beyond their initial focus. In chapter 7, I advised the different organizations active in refugee 
care to stay within their own expertise, rather than stretching beyond their know-how or 
logistic capacity, so as to prevent poor aid delivery.  
 
Nepalis in Hong Kong  
This research specifically centred around practitioners working with ‘Life/Art Process –ish 
tools’ on trauma in the Hong Kong and Chinese setting. The particular case study chosen 
included Nepali women that moved to Hong Kong, for which the civil war was directly or 
indirectly a push factor. As part of the ethnic minorities in Hong Kong, the Nepalese are quite 
a big group. They come as 6th on the list, and number 16,518 people, according to the 2011 
census data registering all 451,000 “non-Chinese” people, to which they refer as an “ethnic 
minority”. 204 Not all of the Nepalis came to Hong Kong with the Nepali civil war being a push 
factor. ‘The Gurkhas’, for example, refers to the Nepalese mercenary soldiers who worked 
for the British and Indian armies. Most of the Nepalis live in Jordan, or Kam Tin, the area 
where I decided to live for the last two years of my PhD research, and often referred to as 
“Second Nepal”.   
 
The handover of Hong Kong in 1997 marginalized the Nepalis, as has been written about for 
many other groups as well. “Politically and socially the increasing notion of Chinese-ness put 
the Nepalese and other non-Chinese ethnic groups in an embarrassed position, as they 
increasingly felt that they can never be integrated to the society and treated as equal 
citizens” (Tang 2009:5). The latter has specific implications for the Nepalis living in Kam Tin, 
which is a lineage-dominated Chinese (Tang) territory, and has strengthened the ethnic 
consciousness of the Nepalis in Kam Tin. The inferior position in the lineage area and the 
conflicts with the local Tang who dominated the local politics, resources, and living patterns 
created a sense of ethnic distinction that does not exist in Nepal (ibid: 12-15). Arguing that 
the Nepalese identity is developing in post-colonial Hong Kong is not the same as arguing 
                                                      
203.  This data was gathered through interviews with Mr. Justin Murgai (manager of Christian Action’s refugee 
activities) and Mr. Michael Chard (Refugee Pastor in The Vine). 
204 It is important to note that this number only includes those known to the government, excluding especially 
those who are here undocumented and came because of direct or indirect consequences of the Nepali civil war 
(1996-2006). While the census data speaks of 6 % ethnic minority as part of the total population, other 
researches speak of 10 or 11 %. 
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that their identity then becomes fixed; that would be downplaying internal diversities.205 
Where caste differences became of less significance, ethnicity and internal differences in 
faith, reflected in the division between the Nepalese Christians and non-Christians, became 
of increasing importance regarding their identity and social positioning. The advantage of 
converting from Hindu, Buddhist, and animist belief systems, which dominate in Nepal, to 
Christianity, is that the church network offered a connection to the non-Chinese and practical 
daily life support. A disadvantage is that a change in cosmology brings about a change in 
cultural practices (including rituals, festivals, celebrations, collective habits etc.) and 
consequently a rise of internal divisions regarding their connections with family members 
and other Nepalis in their surroundings. In sum, while trying to make their “Second Nepal” 
into their new home, the Nepalis in Hong Kong seem “loosely organized”, referring to their 
lack of shared religion, leadership, or ethnic association. Nonetheless, they have a sense of 
entitlement, due to their historical interpretation regarding the political development of 
Hong Kong. 206  
  
In terms of conceptualization of trauma and support available, according to the Nepali 
cosmology in more remote settings of Nepal  trauma might be viewed as ‘the spirit that left 
the body’, ‘a spiritual problem’ . Treatment comes in the form of herbs and shamanic 
activities, or community rituals to process loss. When entering Hong Kong, practitioners 
trained in psychotherapy based on bio-medicine will approach the same trauma as a 
disorder. The Chinese setting and roots of Hong Kong brings Taoist, Buddhist, and 
Confucianism influences, in which trauma is regularly approached on a physical level through 
energy regulation, and on a collective level, preventing the expression of negative feelings 
which are believed to negatively affect the social harmony or lead to a ‘loss of face’.   
 
The Christian culture, in which some Nepali women found support, perceives trauma not just 
as a set of psychosomatic complaints or a mental condition, but also as a spiritual matter. In 
such cases Christian theology speaks of the need to ‘renew one’s thoughts’ and look into 
generational ties and traumas transferred to the younger generations. 207 I found the focus 
                                                      
205.  Fredrik Barth, “Introduction.” In Ethnic Groups and Boundaries: The Social Organization of Culture, 
Difference, Fredrik Barth, ed. (London: Allen & Unwin, 1994), 9-38.  30Debra 
206   “The handover of Hong Kong in 1997 was because of the conquest of Gurkha. If not, Hong Kong would still 
be in the hands of the Japanese”, this quote reflects the opinion of first generation ex-Gurka’s in Kam Tin 
interviewed by researcher Hang Lik Tang (Tang 2009: 45). 
 
207  The focus in Christian doctrine on generational ties related to trauma can be explained as follows: in Exodus 
20: 5,6  it speaks of how anything that is placed above trusting Gods goodness (bitterness, jealousy, financial 
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on generational trauma to have great effects, something which can scientifically be explained 
and understood by the recent discoveries regarding generational trauma shared at the 
beginning of chapter 5 by Professor David Barker. Caution is needed when the following 
elements come together: trauma characteristics like helplessness, dissociation and 
powerlessness, and the ‘ke garne’ Nepali mindset in which fatalism dominates, and Christian 
theology, which often promotes the use of will power and cognitive control to ‘transform 
one’s mindset’. 208  Another point of concern is related to shame as a trauma characteristic, 
since Christian texts and practices fold shame into rhetoric about guilt, obscuring the impact 
of forming ‘shamed’ bodies (Arel 2015).  Finally, the Christian notion of ‘having faith’ 
in God's provision and care, combined with Nepalese fatalism and the feelings of 
helplessness accompanying ‘trauma’, might limit the building up of healthy levels of self-
reliance and taking responsibility for one’s own situation. Within Christianity the spiritual and 
immaterial are idolized, a setting and mindset in which one has to “wait in holy anticipation” 
where “the body can’t possibly be an avenue of pursuing knowledge and truth” (Snowner 
2004). Dualist thinking was part of the intellectual climate of the early Church; just like a 
secular society might find it challenging to acknowledge the role religion can play in the 
‘worlding’ and resilience of people, so Christian institutes and academic circles find it difficult 
to embrace the ‘soma’ (body).209 The quote on the first page of this dissertation is The Body 
is the Shore on the Ocean of Being; being ‘at home’ in one’s body seems to be a first step in 
going anywhere. One must first 'have a body' before any kind of transformation is possible. 
In short, placing too much attention on an external force for transformation can deepen the 
following characteristics of trauma: helplessness and dissociation. Without a distinction 
                                                      
mismanagement, etc.), will have a negative effect for 3 to 4 generations. But all the blessings and good things 
will continue for 1000 generations. When trauma is viewed in the context of Christian Theology, this means that 
any wounding of the heart, or hurt is viewed as a possible entry point for bitterness and/or to trusting the 
negative experience more than the goodness of God: something which will not only effect the person in 
particular but also the generations after. Therefore, Christian counseling does not only focus on the physical, 
emotional and intellectual “body landscape” but also on the “spiritual body landscape” and its cartography 
passed down from the generations before. When they perceive a “generational tie” as preventing a person from 
making steps towards healing, they will pray to cut the negative influence of the generational ties, with the 
belief that the power of blessing is stronger than the power of curse. An example of an organization that 
teaches on how to provide counseling in this way is SOZO http://bethelsozo.com/ 
 
208.  With such an approach there is no room for “dark emotions” and “cruel stories” to come to the surface, to 
see the daylight and go through a process of transformation: suffering from the “greed” for power leading to 
“grief”, and when this experience of suffering is shared, welcomed and processed, it becomes a “gift”.  
 
209.  Beside the Dualist thinking that was part of the intellectual climate of the Early Church, the main figure of 
Christianity Jesus, grew up in a Jewish setting; in which a more holistic idea of  body, mind, spirit were present; 
the spirituality was more embodied in the sense that they gave expression to their faith in daily life in 
movement, singing, and rituals. Also the bible, as the main book of Christianity cannot be understood into 
depth, unless one knows about the Jewish calendar, feasts, theology, and cosmology.  
317 
between ‘guilt’ and ‘shame’, shame stays unrevealed and might increase as a consequence 
of suppression. Shame is not simply something to be overcome by positive affect, and 
‘shamed’ bodies will not change through the use of will power and ‘renewal of thoughts’. 
Shame must be uncovered, faced, and addressed. Attention to the body, physicality, breath, 
and touch can co-exist alongside Christianity and Nepali cultural roots.  
 
8.2.2 Contextualization EXA and including local practices 
 
This section will draw conclusion for research sub question 2 and 3; about how to adjust EXA 
knowledge to the local Hong Kong/Nepali setting, and how to include local resources of this 
setting into expressive arts therapy conceptualization and practices? Both sub questions 
center around working with the Life/Art Process to facilitate the reconciliation of war-
traumatized refugees with self, others and the state. 
In chapter 6, I shared about ‘the journey’ in which the Nepali women I worked with travelled 
from Nepal to Hong Kong. This trip was, just like for the refugees from other ethnic 
backgrounds I spoke with, risky and in some cases traumatizing in itself. Dr. Melinda Meyer 
noted that after such a journey the refugees settling in an asylum country does not enter into 
a vacuum; It is the interplay between the returnee’s personality and the different social 
settings in which he or she lives that is important, as it will impact one’s notion of ‘home’. 
The latter influencing the integration in the place of settlement and later in the return to 
their country of origin, but also their release from bodily exile to ‘re-inhabit their body-
homes’ (Ghanem (2003). The refugees’ perception of ‘home’ and belonging does not only 
change over time, but also according to the different social environments in which he/she 
finds himself. Here, throughout this research, it seemed that not only the experience (of war 
and conflict) in the land of origin of a refugee would lead to trauma, but the chance that they 
ended up in a deconstructive cycle and vulnerable position in Hong Kong, might be an even 
greater chance of developing psycho somatic complaints and/or trauma. The stories of Ratna 
and Maggie about alcoholism, loss of self-control and domestic violence, shared in chapter 
6, are examples of the just outlined argument.  
Besides the case study of the South Asian expressive arts group run at The Vine Church, I also 
worked in Nepal in 2007/2008 right after the civil war ended, and gave movement and art 
making classes for all kind of local groups in Hong Kong and beyond. What those traumatized 
severely or less severe had in common in their transformation process was the ‘expectation 
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of re-occurring loss’, ‘feelings of helplessness’ and ‘not being present in their bodies’. Which 
was for example formulated as follows: “it is always the same something is build-up and then 
all of a sudden it stops, and we are left by ourselves. It is like swimming in a sea while I do 
not know how to swim really”. 210 And “I do not like my body, but I do not miss it either. I just 
put a shirt on, never dressing up or anything. I am fat, look at me”. Or “sometimes I feel my 
body so strong, but it is dirty. I wash it, wash it, scrub it, sometimes several times a day. Other 
times I am somewhere or did something and cannot remember how I got there”.   
 
Amongst the mainland Chinese and Hong Kong woman, and the South Asian women, 
including the Nepalis; negative body perception or having ‘no relation’ with their bodies 
dominated.211 While the African refugee women had a more positive relation with their 
bodies, and less judgement. Within the first group, their cultures allow critical and negative 
comments and expressions about female bodies. Although the focal point for all groups was 
‘re-inhabiting their body-landscape’ by building a relation with it; different approaches were 
needed. How to re-inhabit the body after trauma;   
I found four elements to be essential within trauma treatment and ‘re-inhabiting the body 
landscape’: 
1. Discharge of the unfinished flight/fight energy; 
2. To re-awake imagination   
3. To share one’s story and this being received by the community so that grief can 
transform into a gift.   
4. An anthropological approach to trauma identification and treatment, as our bodies 
are culturally inhibited. 
 
Regarding the first element (discharge the unfinished flight/flight energy), I found somatic 
experience, in line with the books of dr. Peter Levine, to be the most helpful approach. This 
alternative to ‘talking therapy’  is offered through working with the ‘felt sense’. How? 
Activating the arousal system (enough to pull the ‘dancer’ out of immobility) and then 
discharge/deactivate happens (completing the unfinished fight/flight response), to then 
                                                      
210   Respondent of an expressive arts workshop for refugee women I ran in Hong Kong for Christian Action and 
Rainlily (NGO) in 2016. This response was given in reaction to the group considering to take a summer break.      
211.  This comments relates to the women I, or the expressive arts practitioners and other nonverbal therapists, 
worked with and cannot be generalized to all women of the cultural backgrounds referred to. 
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come to a new equilibrium. 212 Then the body will give a sensory impulse that will help the 
system to discharge (here you move from working with the dorsal vagus nerve system to the 
sympathetic nerve system) the fight/flight energy; this can be kicking, running, stumping 
etcetera. It is very important to NOT give into the feeling, because one will rush through the 
‘discharge-opportunity’ towards emotional outlet, and by-pass chances make the reset of the 
nerve system, and integrate the release. For this particular element of trauma 
transformation, I deem expressive arts therapy less suitable and will explain why through an 
example: the feeling of anger is derived from the (postural) attitude of wanting to strike out 
and hit. As you execute the preparation for action, the underlying feelings are diminished if 
not lost. “Some of the expressive therapies may fall into the trap of trying to drain the 
emotional swamp through undue emphasis on habitual venting. If we let ourselves be swept 
away into uncontained emotional expression, we may actually split off from what we are 
feeling” (Levine 201: 324).213  
 
For the second and third element I highlighted as important for trauma transformation (re-
awakening imagination and story sharing/receiving and meaning making), expressive arts 
therapy seems an appropriate vehicle. The arts are engaged to awaken the imagination of a 
‘dancer’ and the expressive arts sessions or performative setting (in case something is 
presented) offer a platform for story sharing aesthetic response and meaning making. Also, 
after the artistic mirroring and discoveries of what the body landscape, the imprint of 
previous experiences looks like; deep play, awakening imagination and stimulating creativity 
can be used as a ‘re-imprint’ in which new inner experimental maps develop and possibilities 
are re-negotiated (Macnaughton 2004: 65).  
                                                      
212. This discharge happens through working with the 'felt sense', that acknowledge images the body gives and 
tapes into the healing 'under current' present beside the 'break of current' that caused the trauma. For 
example, while talking about an experience, the therapist and ‘dancers’ focus on the effect on the body. The 
‘dancer’ notices an image that comes up regarding one body part, then sensations arise like 'trembling, 
shivering, cold etc. They stay with their awareness with the sensation and giving it space, often this goes 
together with anxiety and emotions.  
213.  The groundbreaking work of Stephen Porgess, director of the brain body center in Illinois emphasizes that in 
humans have three basic neural energy subsystems underpin the overall state of the nervous system and 
correlative behaviors and emotions. The function of the most primitive system is immobilization, metabolic 
conservation and shutdown: its target is the internal organs. It’s a bottom up system:  the more primitive the 
more power. So when “scared to death” (even when its ‘non-realistic’) the immobilization system hijacks all 
survival efforts and you have few resources left to orchestrate the complex behaviors that mediate attachment 
and calming. The human nerve system does not readily discriminate between a potential source of danger, such 
as an abruptly moving shadow or a situation long past. Changing the ‘dancers’ ideas about 'attachment' (binding 
in Dutch) through a therapists attempt to mirror and showcase a healthy way of bonding will not work until the 




With regards to theme four, the anthropological approach to EXA; the interdisciplinary team 
of facilitators that ran the South Asian women group, as well as the practitioners interviewed 
or collaborated with, were highly relevant to understand how to adapt EXA theory and 
practices, as well as how to start with resources present in the culture and from there relate 
to the EXA theory and materialization. While leading the South Asian EXA group together 
with a team of local practitioners we concluded that the main differences in approach 
connected to our disciplinary roots were related to: communication and way of leading a 
group (power sharing/bottom up vs directive/top down) and format of preparing a session 
(set up as guideline with room for improvisation & trust the process versus structured). The 
main deviations based on cultural background of our South Asian facilitators team as well as 
the various practitioners interviewed that worked in the Hong Kong, mainland China or 
Nepali setting consisted of:    
 
➢ High context and low context culture  
Nepal, Hong Kong and China are high context cultures while most of the expressive arts 
framework developed in a low context culture (Europe and US). In a low context culture 
good communication is precise, simple and clear, messages are expressed and 
understood at face value. In a ‘high context’ good communication is sophisticated, 
nuanced and layered, messages are often implied but not plainly expressed. The 
difference in high and low context culture causes the communication in a Nepalese, 
Hong Kong and mainland Chinese setting, to be less direct than what conflict 
management training part of the Expressive Arts training at for example the European 
Graduate School teaches. […]  
 
➢ Individual versus collective approach  
Both in the Nepali as well as the Hong Kong and mainland Chinese setting a collective 
approach worked better, then an individual approach; this applies to addressing conflict 
and any other topic within and beyond the therapeutic context. The explanation about 
high and low context culture shared above is relevant to understand to comprehend the 
differences in individual versus a collective focus. The understanding of an individual is 
embedded in one’s collective community. Any individual offense is felt by the whole 




➢ ‘Acceptable’ or ‘nonacceptable’ in relation to body perception and comments made by 
facilitators leading a session  
There was a gap in terms of what was experienced as ‘acceptable’ or ‘nonacceptable’ in 
relation to body perception and comments made by facilitators leading a session. 
Criticism, particularly about body weight and size is accepted in the Nepalese and 
Chinese context. When an expressive arts team wants to create an appreciative and safe 
setting, this is something to dialogue about while preparing as to develop a shared vision 
on the culture your team want to create in relation to the ‘dancers’. I decided for 
example, that even when criticism and belittling remarks were common regarding body 
perspective (in the Nepalese and Chinese setting) and a way to stimulate people to learn 
(in the Chinese setting), I would guide things in such a way that there would be an 
appreciative culture, a culture of honor where such criticism and condensing remarks 
were not welcome. 171  
 
➢ How to build trust as a practitioner in relation to the group  
Zvika Frank and dr. Rainbow How indicated that the way to build trust and safety when 
working within the Hong Kong and mainland Chinese setting is to explain the theory and 
usefulness behind expressive arts therapy, It also helps to keep the practical and 
efficiency focused Hong Kong mindset engaged. Also, to take into account that 
respect is the highest cultural value, higher in rank than transparency. This means that 
one should be sensitive to not openly expose (in the therapy group or community) 
someone’s problems.  
 
➢ Community art & imagination used  
EXA therapist Mary Putera noted that ‘carnival like’ community art does not work in the 
Nepali setting. “Their joy is more contained, and “silence plays a more important role”.  
 
➢ Tempo 
In a Hong Kong and mainland Chinese setting slowing down is necessary, and taking a 
lot of time to ground physically, and to build up movement vocabulary. In general, when 
                                                      
214.  http://www.tparents.org/UNews/unws9908/Klemme_confucian.htm 
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people suffer from multiple trauma’s going very slow is needed, as to secure they can 
contain that which is brought to the surface.   
 
➢ Relation to nature  
For the Nepalis nature is viewed as a healer. Although this relation is distorted because 
of the earthquakes in 2015; this conviction/belief is at the core of their cosmology. 
Especially for people grown up in the mountains where Animism dominates. In the 
Chinese setting (referring to big cities) people had little relation with nature; 
consequently that part of the Life/Art Process finds little rooting.  
 
➢ Dance identity and body parts culturally inhibited  
In terms of dance identity, the “pelvis area” was indicated as a body part culturally “non-
inhibited” in a Confusion Chinese setting. In general, ‘grounding’ and getting people to 
relate to their bodies and move from an authentic place, more time is needed in a Chinese 
setting. Hand, arm and hip circling movements seem to resonate with the South Asian 
dance identity and natural movement vocabulary. We found that mainland Chinese and 
Hong Kong people are less used and comfortable with touching one’s own and other 
people’s body. The Nepali women, seem more comfortable with touch, and they 
naturally do so when they interact with each other.  
 
➢ Therapy threshold  
In the Hong Kong and mainland Chinese setting therapy is a loaded term; for example a 
‘dancer’ might not tell their family he or she attends therapy sessions. Psycho-somatic 
and mental problems are approached in this setting in a holistic way, with the body  
(breath, food, movement, Traditional Chinese Medicine) as the entry point. The Buddhist 
belief that to express negative feelings will affect the collective social harmony, do not 
help therapy to gain popularity.  
To ask people to join an arts group or dance/movement practice will lower the threshold 
for them; joining a therapy group might be a bridge too far.  
 
Better than adaptation of expressive arts therapy to a particular context would be to start 
with what people know. Regarding the Nepalese setting expressive art therapists can connect 
to: Nepali songs, dances and rituals around feasts or processing collective loss, imagery 
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related to the natural or cultural features of Nepal, as well as ‘nature as a healer’. In the Hong 
Kong and mainland Chinese setting the following elements that offered entry points:  
1) Traditional Chinese Medicine, Tai Chi and Qi gong are body-mind-spirit approaches to 
wellbeing, meaning that a physical approach to psychosomatic complaints is familiar to the 
culture. All martial arts focus on awareness of one’s center and on being present; this is 
helpful when working on ‘re-inhabiting the body landscape’.   
2) Approaching an individual matter as if it is a community concern. 
3) The Buddhist non attachment believes and focus on the process and change goes with the 
expressive arts therapy attention for ‘trusting the process, the beginners and a curious mind’ 
4) Taoist teachings regarding a) synchronizing one’s thoughts and energy in line with natures 
cycles or recycling, of seasons, of circular processes in which things grow and expand; b) 
taking responsibility for reaching an internal state of awareness, the possibility to choose, 
and have freedom regardless of the external constraints (Peimin Ni 1993: 24); c)  trusting 
one’s own physical sensations and guts, instead of overanalyzing.215 This applies to those 
‘dancers’ whose immobility and heightened fear no longer dominate, and whose stabilization 
has been increased.  Then, attending to body wisdom more than to intellect, will facilitate 
the ‘dancers’ connection with their ‘body-landscape’ and their growth in personal strength 
and resiliency.  
 
5) Traditional Chinese philosophy focusses on men rather than on the Self.  
“The highest form of achievement of a person ‘is nothing less than being a sage, and the 
highest achievement of a sage is the identification of the individual with the universe” (Fung, 
1948/2007: 10).  Whereas different schools of Chinese philosophers suggested 
distinct way to achieve this goal, where they overlap is that they do not speak of one self, but 
multiple selves.216  When there is not the idea that one should behave or express 
oneself in one consequential way; there is more room for change, for exploring new ways of 
thinking and reacting.  Hence, there are quite some options as in terms of adjusting EXA to 
fit the cultural context, but to start with what is at hand and people know that are part of the 
culture you work with seems to have greater results when wanting to connect to the 
‘dancers’ reality. 
                                                      
215.  “Since all things are longing for peace. Why not let them alone” (Chuang Tzu). In: Soccio, D. J. (2015). 
Archetypes of Wisdom. An introduction to philosophy. Cengage Learning: Boston. Pp. 27 
216. According to Michael Puett, professor in Chinese HIstory at Harvard University. 
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8.2.3.  Greed, grief, a gift 
 
In this part sub research question 4 will be answered. Shared are, reflections on growth and 
transformation of the expressive arts therapists and artists I interacted with. This in a context 
in which ‘refugee’ and being in ‘exile’ is viewed as “a person taken from their mother/land 
too early, living in ‘exile’ while not fully embodying their potential. Here, the overall question 
is also addressed, on the potential role of the expressive art therapist as a witness/catalyst, 
standing along the lines of a rites de passage transformation processes.  
  
[…] A ‘dancer’ learns from who we are, no matter what technique or method is used. They 
learn from us, for better and for worse (Macnaughton 2014: 227). Ellen Levine in the book 
Principles and Practices of Expressive Arts Therapy as well as the Tamalpa work with the 
Life/Art Process stress the importance for a therapist in training to go through an expressive 
arts process themselves. This supports the intention to crosscut the hierarchy structure 
between a therapist and client and place the focus on power sharing. It also deepens the 
understanding of an expressive arts practice and how to guide people through a 
transformational ‘rites of  passage’ process. The therapist needs to have embodied 
knowledge of each of the stages of a transformation process.217  […] Resonance and 
recognition are the primary steps  before participation in the process can be expected. This 
counts for the relation therapists have with themselves, as well as the relationship between 
the therapist and the ‘dancer’. Optimal closeness to the physical sensations is what will 
facilitate the therapist to make a distinction between what are their feelings and those of the 
‘dancers’ (Macnaughton 2014: 227). […]  
While reflecting on the role the expressive arts therapist/movement practitioner can play in 
the trauma transformation process and my conclusions regarding defining trauma, I spend 
some night time outdoor, in the Shui Tau Tsuen village (Kam Tin, Hong Kong).   
 
While reaching the conclusion part of my dissertation, I felt the need to take some time to 
step back from my research and observe on a distance. So I did and went for a walk in the 
Shui Tau area. By that time, I lived in the village almost two years, and discovered a lot about 
                                                      
217.  The EXA therapist does not necessarily need to have gone through the same traumatic experience and 
healing process to gain embodied knowledge of each of the stages of a transformation process. However, they 
should at least have experienced and travelled through some sort of loss and deconstruction, liminality and 
chaos, and rebuilding/reinventing new ways to relate to life 
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the area and by reading the texts mapped in textual cartographies of historical accounts, and 
by simply by “being with” the village, its natural surroundings and the villagers. 
During my night time walk, I sat on a bench right beside the Kam Tin Tree House, located in 
the oldest settlement of Hong Kong (Shui Tau Tsuen).218 It is called ‘tree house’ because a tree 
grew over an abandoned stone building of which one can still see the foundation and 
skeleton; see images below. I loved the image, of new life and greens breaking forth in a 
structure that resembled deconstruction, emptiness, non-ownership. The tree was ‘re-
inhabiting’ the former abandoned house in such a strong and beautiful way as if it were telling 
“ultimately, life is stronger than death”. That night I watched the centuries old enormous 
tree’s reflection in the paddles the heavy rain left. Expressive Art therapists and artists, 
practice ‘being with’, instead of wanting to ‘control’ the person/the subject/the space, they 
first remind that person of their humanity, by offering their own presence. They arrive, they 
wait for resonance to be there. Or in the words of Dr. Stephen Levine “once I worked with a 
young male, and it seemed impossible to ‘reach’ him. So the first sessions all we did was 
playing chess and building a connection”.219 Human existence is a ‘being –with –each other”, 
outside of that there is no existence. The recognition of each other’s humanity (therapist – 
‘dancer’) is followed by a participation in play, in artistic creation and reflecting on the 
creation. […] The expressive art therapist mirrors what is at hand and shows alternative 
options (like the paddles mirror the reflection of the tree that grew over the abandoned 
house): they do so through their presence; through the way they inhabit their own body-
home; through how they connect with others and the world around them. Also, the art works 
co-created will offer “paddle reflections” both of the trauma and loss (like the stone ruin of 
the abandoned house) as well as poiesis and growth opportunities (like the ‘life-giving’ tree 
grown over the old ruin).   
 
It was then and there, watching the puddles in the playground beside the Kam Tin Tree 
House, that I developed this definition of ‘trauma as a treatable injury’:  for as long as we 
                                                      
218   The story of the Kam Tin Tree house known’s many versions. The big banyan tree wraps around a very old 
stone house, which was said to be a temple or a study hall. One version mentions that “during the early time of 
Qing Dynasty, people living along the coast, including those in Kam Tin, were forced to abandon their homes 
due to an imperial edit on coastal evacuation. Allegedly, the owner of the stone house left and thereafter left 
the house abandoned, after which the tree has grown to have a crown spread of 38 meters wide. If the story 
stands, the tree must be more than 340 years old. Another version, orally shared by locals from the area; is that 
there was no evacuation because of floods, but a revolt against the Chinese government during which people 
were forcefully displaced. 
219 This story was shared by Dr. Stephen Levine in an informal setting during my Certificate of Advanced 
Graduate Studies at the European Graduate School in 2012. 
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term disorder. It will be(come) a treatable injury if we acknowledge it as a ‘human 
experience’ and offer our own humanity and presence to those struck by it. This also means 
that therapists must let go of the idea that they can control the trauma, that they know what 
is needed to support the ‘dancer’ in their healing and transformation journey. They acquired 
tools which help them to engage, to mirror, to sharpen their view, but most of all they offer 
their presence, and together with the ‘dancer’ play, look, listen and observe in order to 
discover the ‘tree-house’ – the old and empty (the trauma), and ‘The New’ which shows up 
to develop and enable post traumatic growth.220  […]  
[…] Expressive artists have something else to offer, especially those who are professionals in 
at least one art medium. They engage with the ‘dancer’ and their creation not just as a 
therapist focussed on the process where the artistic outcome is a by-product, but also as an 
artist that cares about the aesthetic outcome. Artists train their sensory awareness daily to 
be open to receiving information others might not notice, and they use that to create. The 
artists’/choreographers’ habit to stimulate themselves and their dancers221 to engage all the 
senses is a helpful skill when stepping into an expressive arts therapist role and having the 
aim to 1) offer their presence as an expressive arts therapist and 2) stimulate the expressive 
arts participant’s process of finding their centre and building a connection with one’s body-
landscape. The artist has learnt to ‘be with chaos’ as part of the creation process. They have 
learnt that art provides the container in which pain can be born; without this container the 
suffering would be too much for the psyche to hold (Levine 2005: 57). They also have learnt 
that art is “a thing we do not get by our own efforts. It is bestowed upon us” (ibid: 52), and 
that we should ‘empty’ ourselves to receive these gifts through our intuition. The artists 
embodied experience to ‘be with chaos’, to ‘empty self’ and receive new inspiration, can be 
engaged when working with a traumatized expressive arts participant to support them in 
getting out of the loop that recreates the same story, and the overwhelming feelings that 
come with it.[…] . Trauma and suffering when contained, processed, and released in a safe 
space (like the womb) can lead to the birth of post traumatic growth. This growth can be 
explained as developing a sense that new opportunities have emerged from the struggle, 
experiencing closer relationships with some specific people, and having an increased sense 
of connection to others who suffer, building personal strength (‘if I lived through that, then I 
can face anything’), a greater appreciation for life in general, and a deepening of spiritual life 
and sensitivity, and/or a significant change in one’s belief system.94   
                                                      
 
221  Here I talk about ‘dancers’ as in an artesian practice, and not ‘dancers’ as expressive arts participants. 
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The  French sociologist Marcel Maus emphasizes art as a gift which increases in value 
throughout gift exchange, and the circulation of the artwork binds together artist and 
audience. The ‘art as gift’ has the power to create “a spiritual community, to increase a social 
group by bringing it to life” (Maus: 52,53).This is the absolute opposite of the ‘affect theory’ 
which approaches art as a “bundle of affects”(Alford 2016) or, to quote Leys (2012), art is 
treated as though it were “a factory for the produciton of intensities in the reader”. Alford 
explains Leys words in the following way “there is nothing very important to say about plot, 
character, narrative. The only thing that is imporant about the text or other artistic work is 
the way it works as a technology to produce affects” (2016).  
Art in relation to bodily wisdom and trauma healing has more to offer than the school of 
‘affect theory’ considers it being capable of. By putting some elements of the expressive arts 
process into a performative setting, grief not only has the ability to turn into a gift, the gift 
has the capacity to develop and grow the person and the community. Conversations with 
artists/expressive arts and/or dance movement therapists Stephan Marchant, Janneke 
Beckx, Markus Alexander and Hilde Elbers showed that their ability to guide people in an 
artistic and performative process, focussing on the learning trajectory as well as the aesthetic 
outcome, worked to empower.222   
The following performative and artistic creation skills can be beneficial within trauma 
transformation: staying present, zooming in/out, looking at an experience in various ways 
while shaping the performative product, and learning to be with chaos as a part of the 
creation process. When actually presenting something to the audience at a later stage 
(through a performance or exhibition), it supports the ‘sharing of the story’ element of 
trauma transformation, after which grief has the possibility to turn into a gift and integration 
can happen. If well guided, and being certain the ‘dancers’ do not expose themselves too 
early, or in a setting that cannot receive their story, the performance or exhibition creation 
will benefit their sense of autonomy and self confidence. Stephan gave a nice example of 
this: “Ben (not real name) showed himself a fierce performer, in a duet that was created to 
conclude a marriage therapy trajectory. It was interesting to me, that through his own 
particular physicality and movement quality discovered in the performance creation and 
                                                      
222  The details of Hilde, Stephan and Janneke’s professional affiliation and practice are included in appendix I. 
This sums up how expressive arts can include a performative phrase; the power point is in Dutch, unfortunately 
http://www.slideshare.net/stephanmarchant/presentatie-creatieve-processenbvct-studiedag-7-mei-2014 
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staging, he discovered new ways of being in the world. The fierceness he discovered on stage, 
he also started to expose in daily life”. 223 
 




The findings of this dissertation are presented in the format of text, and a performance was 
created as part of the Peer to Pier project, entitled ‘The Voyage’. The supervisor and internal 
examiner were invited to watch the performance and attend the after talk.  
A documentary of the performance can be viewed here: https://vimeo.com/180436358.  




The performance is a presentation of findings concerning the meaning of the terms ‘trauma, 
refugee, growth’, as well as what the role of (expressive) art(ists) practitioners can be in the 
                                                      
223.  Summary of the duet creation process: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WnOm2-L8iis 
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transformation process of refugees. It is a political statement regarding the (Hong Kong) 
society’s approach to “trauma, refugee, growth” that in text can be summarized as follows: 
 
1. While in a traumatized condition, exposure to the hierarchy structure of the therapy 
apparatus and psy-complex keeps those who have suffered from a traumatic experience in 
the position of victimhood and helplessness. For therapists to research potential 
regeneration of top-down and disempowering institutions which are in place, through the 
language used and other small or big gestures and routines, seems highly necessary.   
 
2. People with a trauma - injury are poorly served by receiving only verbal talk therapy. A 
trauma will deepen with direct confrontation. […]    
 […] While trauma theory has paid too little attention to the body, as Van der Kolk 
emphasizes, a focus on the body where conscious and intentionality are not acknowledged 
deepens the Cartesian body/mind split, undermines bodily knowing and wisdom, and 
portrays trauma survivors as helpless victims. I therefore suggest trauma transformation with 
the following steps, and in this particular chronological order: re-engaging the ‘felt sense’ to 
release the fight/flight energy locked up in the body; calling the soul back to the body it 
disassociated itself from through awakening imagination and creativity; supporting the 
‘dancer’ in sharing their story with the community they are part of in a way that restores 
their feeling that they are part of that community and of humanity as a whole.  
  
3. When the ontological underpinning of therapy and its accompanied distinction between 
‘acknowledged’ human experience and ‘not-acknowledged’ human experience are not 
challenged, there will be no mind space and physical place in the society to embrace forms 
of human experience that allow traumatized people to share their stories. For these stories 
and human experiences to exist, a linear and controllable understanding of history and 
memories needs to be widened and transformed into a ‘space’ where fragmented and 
sensory experiences of the past, present and future are allowed, coming from our body 
memory (Levine 2009; Knill, Levine & Levine 2005; Kandell 2006; Herman 1997).  
[…]  
Without the creation of spaces where experience is valued and shared in multiple modes 
(sensory, through creative expression, and verbally), we unconsciously exclude and silence 
those that experienced deep grief and rob them of the opportunity to turn their grief into 
a gift.   
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In the Peer to Pier project’s performance ‘The Voyage’, I tried to create a ‘space’ where 
knowing is acknowledged as being discontinuous, and history is not a chronological whole 
story but a fragmented curation (Arendt 2007). A ‘space’ where female memories of loss, 
growth, insecurity and dreams were shared in a fragmented way, through songs, dances, 
stories, and other sensory input. The performance was made in a collaborative way, where 
all the female performers sent in a fragment in which they reflected on their successes, their 
failures, their vulnerabilities and strengths. The fragment consisted of a piece of writing, a 
song, a movie part, a movement phrase. The performance was staged in the Aberdeen 
harbour, where Hong Kong received the ‘Vietnamese boat people’ in 1975. No distinction 
was made between the ‘refugees’ and ‘non-refugees’. It was a sensory reflection of females 
who researched which parts of their body landscapes were not yet fully inhabited and alive. 
The parts of their potential which left their mother/land too early. The performers 
engaged with the audience through posing questions which led the audience to reflect on 
their own ‘refugee or inhabitant’ status – regarding their body landscape and potential. The 
performers posed questions through their movements, song and sculptures, as well as 
verbally through theatrical text. The core individual reflections of the artists which were used 
as building blocks for the performance are summarized in appendix XIII, ‘Artist reflections 






8.3 Epilogue  
 
In this epilogue I will end my dissertation by sharing some personal observations regarding 
the research process.  
 
Throughout the years of collecting and processing data I allowed myself to become a subject 
of research, a story teller, a ‘bricoleur and the engineer’, between structure and chaos, 
between looking at that what is at hand, creating with it, and/or inventing structures to come 
to new ways of understanding (Levi-Strauss 1962). Throughout the process I felt I became an 
embodied letter, analyzing the history inscribed on my body, like Michel de Certeau writes in 
The Scriptural Economy: “there is no law that is not inscribed on bodies. Every law has a hold 
on the body” (1984: 139).  A letter connecting implicit and explicit memory, bridging the 
sensory world of meaning creation and the academic world with its codes of how to do 
research and ‘theorize’ in an acceptable way.  Below I will draw conclusions based on this 
notion of ‘becoming a story teller, an embodied letter.  
 
Main personal reflection and conclusions  
Throughout this dissertation process it became clear to me that deconstruction, liminality 
and reconstruction are not necessarily a linear process. We might never make it to the 
reconstruction phase regarding some of our functionalities, or perhaps we do, but encounter 
new experiences of loss that trigger deconstruction. From 2010, when I first started to think 
about the topic of my dissertation, up until today, I cannot say that I have moved from 
deconstruction to reconstruction; perhaps as pertains to some experiences of loss, but then 
I encountered new losses. The new losses and the reflections they brought with them made 
me realize that there was more ‘unpeeling’ of my own onion224 to do to get to the core of 
things. This with the aim of discovering which initial experiences were at the root of later re-
occurring patterns. The re-occurring patterns looked incidental, but were not, as highlighted 
                                                      
224. In the previous section 5.2 I wrote about “unpeeling the notion” and noted that cognitive behavioral therapy 
falls short when trying to get to the part of our implicit memory where deep memories and experiences are stored. 
‘To reach this level, is like unpeeling an onion which functions as a protection shield to hide the wounded self 
from the outside world” (Jos Dolstra, author of Body and Mind Language. Interviewed in October 2011). 
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in Levine’s writings on “re-staging or reenacting”, unprocessed experiences. This 
reenactment can even occur transgenerationally.225  
Human beings naturally shy away from pain by building up different personality traits in order 
to avoid facing the wounding of their essence. I am very human in this sense, and staying 
present while reading myself into the problem and analyzing my own pathology has been a 
big challenge. Often I felt writer’s block, and rather than continuing, wanted to go dancing, 
or grab another coffee. Or worse, sometimes psycho-somatic complaints started to arise 
when making myself a topic of research through dance movement therapy, somatic 
experience, or during performative and choreographic work. These complaints varied from 
headaches, a stiff shoulder, high alertness and inability to rest, disconnected thinking, 
hyperactivity either physically or while ‘overthinking things’, feelings of helplessness and 
paralysis. Do I have to feel ashamed of the fact that these symptoms sometimes arose? 
Maybe yes, when one is not willing to let go of the perspective that ‘we are humans in control 
of our experiences and environment’, or if one thinks from a top-down patient-therapist 
apparatus. However, the longer I challenged myself to analyze my own pathology and 
brokenness, the more I realize the following narcissist attempt of humankind is a façade in 
order to place themselves on a safe and sound statue, away from associations of “madness 
and unreason”. Informal conversations with fellow therapists, courageous enough to include 
themselves into their topic of research and analyze their own pathology, made me realize we 
all have a personal story that is less pretty. The effects of these ‘less pretty’ parts of our story, 
in terms of life choices made and situations one find themselves in, might be bigger than 
thought. It is human to try to avoid having to go beyond unconscious and comfortable ways 
of reacting to things, to settle for saying ‘this is just how I am’, or for blaming external things 
for the loss and grief faced.   
 
The attempt to include myself into the problems I was researching has been both a painful 
and a joyful process of taking full responsibility for life’s unfolding. Painful because of 
entering a part of my ‘body landscape’ with old wounds and the unpleasant feelings. Joy 
because of increasing my capacity for resilience, and acquiring tools to manage myself 
through those things which come up. I learnt that it takes discernment to find a balance in 
taking responsibility for my own life and its impact on my surroundings without getting overly 
                                                      
225. Levine, P. (2010), In an Unspoken Voice. How the Body Releases Trauma and Restores Goodness.  North 
Atlantic books, Berkely, California, pp 192 
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determinist, where I see the world as ‘makeable’. The image that comes up is one of a person 
who has left her seesaw seat, having decided neither to let her weight sink into the 
‘determinist’ seat of cause and effect, nor the ‘non-determinism’-seat where things happen 
randomly by chance. I decided to stand on middle part of the seesaw, where I have the 
chance to pour weight into my feet standing on either side. The performances created 
supported me in reflecting on the topic of my research and on self, as an art/o/grapher. In 
my solo during ‘The Voyage’ performance, the balance regarding determinism was reflected 
in my dance as I allowed myself to inhabit these movement qualities: ‘lightness-Amelie 
energy’, determined tiger energy, and contemplative hovering bird.  
 
This bird has landed.  
Landing has had several consequences for me. At the end of my PhD I left my home church 
in the Netherlands, as there it was not possible to grow, or to experience a grounded and 
embodied spirituality. I also decided not to stay in Hong Kong; a healthy work/life balance 
seemed hard to maintain. Nonetheless, the city, the research, and the performances made 
me develop ‘a soft front and strong back’. My home town, Utrecht, in The Netherlands, had 
somehow become too small; I need a bigger chessboard to play on and aim to find my base 
in a bigger European city, while regularly travelling for work to Asia and other continents. 
Finally, I discovered that I am much more of an artist than a researcher or therapist, and will 

















Cordelia Foundation for the Victims of Organized Violence 
Budapest www.cordelia.hu 
Focus of organization: Non-verbal treatment of victims of organized violence since 1996 
Interviewee: Éva (Erdősné Kalmár) (puppet artist and nonverbal therapist) 
Translator: Júlia Richter 
Date: 4 February 2011, 15.15 p.m. 
Location: BUDAPEST BÁBSZÍNHÁZ (Budapest Puppet Theatre), Andrássy út 69, Budapest 
 
Several pioneers in Expressive Arts 
During the Expressive Arts Symposium of the European Graduate School 
Paulo Knill, Markus Alexander Scott, Stephen Levine, Paul Antze, Andreas C. Meier, Judith 
Greer Essex, Ellen Levine, and more. 
Date: April 2011 




Julie Leavitt  
Boston, Massachusetts   
http://www.bodyheartandsoul.net/ 
Expressive Arts Therapist, Doctorate in Ministry (Theology), combines spirituality with 
Body-Centered Psychotherapy. 
Date: 30 August 2011 
 
Mitchel Kosak 
Boston, Massachusetts  
Assistant Professor and division director in expressive therapies at Lesley University.  
B.A., Alfred University, New York; M.A., Lesley University; Ph.D., Union University and 
Institute; L.M.H.C., R.E.A.T. 




Dance teacher, founder of Body & Mind Language Institute. 
http://www.bmli.nl/pg-27173-7-80800/pagina/body__mind_language_opleiding_-
_erkend_in_lichaamswerk.html 
Date: 26 October 2011 
 
Brent Blair 
Director of MA Applied Theatre Arts, Associate Professor of Theatre Practice, 
PhD & MA, Pacifica Graduate Institute 
Linklater-designated voice instructor and former Fulbright Scholar in the Igbo traditional 
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theatre of West Africa. 
Where: Netherlands, following a masterclass series of FORMAAT 
“The Museum of the Unspeakable is a symbolic and devotional theatrical technique in 
response to collective trauma, informed by Augusto Boal’s Rainbow of Desire and 
developed through years of work with genocide survivors, trauma counselors, and theatre 
artists in Rwanda. We investigate the theoretical fingerprint of trauma and its 
accompanying symptoms and then identify and play with techniques specifically designed 
to help communities give voice to what has long remained silent. 
The technique was born out of genocide survival. It also works for communities with 
chronic experiences of racism, discrimination, poverty, addiction or other dehumanizing 
events. These events belong, for many, to the unspeakable. This technique is aimed at 
lifting the silence and to create a space for trauma reduction and action”. 







Expressive arts therapist with a strong interest in the arts in education, community art, and 
the role of arts in healing, culture, education, and society. 
Location: Utrecht, the Netherlands 
Date: several interview meetings starting in 2011 and continuing until 2013/4. 
In 2012 I assisted Suzan while organizing a training session in the Netherlands for trainers: 
“Introduction to Intermodal Expressive Arts Therapy”. It took place over a series of 
weekends spread across several months.  
 
Rene Teijleger 
Culture in Development is an advice agency that assists you in protecting your cultural 
heritage. It was established by René Teijgeler in 1997 in the Netherlands after more than 25 
years of experience and study in conservation and cultural heritage. 
Where: Utrecht, the Netherlands 






Co-organizing and learning from an Introduction to Expressive Arts Therapy 
Course – taught by Suzan Lemont 
Location: Utrecht, the Netherlands 
Date: February- May 2012 (5 weekends, and pre/post meetings) 
 
Professor Dr. Gerd Junne 
Professor emeritus (Chair in International Relations at the University of Amsterdam), School 
of Social Sciences (1982-2011), director of The Network University (TNU), Board member of 
War Child Holland and Radio La Benevolencija Humanitarian Tools Foundation, Research 
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Fellow at the Post-War Reconstruction and Development Unit of the University of York, 
member of the Steering Committee of the Cultural Emergencies Response programme of 
the Prince Claus Fund. 
Location: Amsterdam, the Netherlands 




Theatre artist and Psychologist, Founder and Artistic Co-Director of ImaginAction which 
aims to help people tap the transformative power of theatre in programmes throughout 
the US, Latin America, Europe, and around the world as far afield as Afghanistan, India, and 
Palestine, for community building and reconciliation, strategizing, and individual healing 
and liberation. Co-author of The Blessing Next to the Wound: A Story of Art, Activism, and 
Transformation. 




Several pioneers of the European Graduate School 
During a training for an Advanced Post Master in Expressive Arts for Therapy, Coaching, 
Education and Social Change (CAGS I).  
Paulo Knill, Margo Fuchs, Stephen & Ellen Levine, Markus Alexander Scott, Melinda Meyer, 
Shaun Mc Niff, Barbara Hielsche-Witte, and others 
Location: Saas Fee, Switzerland 




Adjunct Faculty Member at Expressive Arts Institute Vancouver Canada 
Immersed for over twenty years in the work of creating, facilitating, and teaching 
workshops for individuals and a wide variety of communities for the purpose of healing, 
conflict transformation, and personal and community growth.  
Location: Saas Fee, Switzerland; California; Hong Kong. 
Date: August 2012 in Switzerland, March 2013 (IEATA California), two times in the second 
half of 2015 (in Hong Kong), followed by ongoing Skype calls. 
 
Soul & Body training of Katlan CSO sport 
During the one week course four different techniques were presented and practiced: 
Feldenkrais method by Lior Lev (Germany), Weight-flow technique by Gábor Goda 
(Hungary), Dance and express therapy by Vera Jarovinszkij (Hungary), and Gaga dance by 
Moran Zilberberg (Izrael). 
 
I interviewed some of the practitioners informally. With Vera Jarovinszkij, I did an in depth 
interview. 
Link to the organization: http://www.katlancsoport.hu/?p=89 




M Soc. Sc., REAT, RSW, is the founder of the Three-year Person-centered Expressive Arts 
Therapy Training Program at the University of Hong Kong. She is the Vice-chairperson of 
“Art in Hospital”, the President of the Expressive Arts Therapy Association of Hong Kong, 
and the Co-Chair of the Regional Committee of the IEATA. She is interested in the blending 
of Chinese metaphors in the Western model of expressive arts therapy. 
 
Informal interview and conversations 
Date: throughout the fall of 2012 until recently 
 
Informal conversations and seminars of a Hong Kong based Expressive Arts Supervision 
group 
Members of the group: music, dance, visual art, play and expressive art 
therapists/students. 
Location: Hong Kong 
Date: September 2012 – Spring 2013 (meeting once a month, with each time another 
member leading the session). 
After the spring of 2013, this group was included in the Expressive Arts Association HK that 





Carrie Herbert & Kit Loring 
Founders and Expressive Art Therapists at Ragamuffin Project in Cambodia 
Date: 28 November 2012, during regional IEATA Skype calls and at the IEATA (International 





Zvika Frank & Simone Kleinlooh 
Zvika Frank, BC-DMT, is a renowned Dutch/Israeli dance-movement therapist. Zvika was a 
Dance Movement Therapist at the Delta Psychiatric Centre in Rotterdam, the Netherlands, 
where he worked with different client populations such as the elderly, people with 
psychosis, depression, or borderline disorder for 27 years. He was also a member of the 
committee of the Master Program of Dance Therapy at Codarts, Rotterdam.  He now works 
in China and Hong Kong. 
http://www.dancetherapy.cn/content/en-us/p1708.aspx 
 
Simone Kleinlooh  
Dance Teacher, Dance Movement Therapist, Faculty member Codarts 
http://www.kleinlooh-danstherapie.nl/ 
 
Date & Place: January 2013 (first interview with both Zvika & Simone in Rotterdam NL), 
with individual follow-up  interviews, e.g. October 2014 (Riga), March 2015 (NL) and June 





Visual arts and drama therapist. Writer of the book “Coping with Loss & Trauma through 
Art Therapy”. Founder and owner of the Institute for Treatment & Advanced Training in Art 
Therapy (ICTEP).  
http://www.ictep.com/Nederlands/Welkom.html 
Where: The Netherlands 
Date: January 2013 
 
Helma Mueler 
Tamalpa Institute Trained Expressive Arts Facilitator 
http://www.tamalpa.org/ 
Where: The Netherlands 
Date: January 2013 
 
Masterpeace, Netherlands branch 
MasterPeace aims to inspire everyone to use their talent and energy for building peace and 
togetherness. MasterPeace will help lead the way to a more sustainable world with less 
armed conflict. MasterPeace is the fastest growing grass-roots peace movement of the 
world, with the ambition to reach out to millions and mobilize at least 400,000 new peace 
builders by 2020.  
 
Where: Utrecht, the Netherlands 
Date: 14 January 2013 




Professor of Didactics and Content of Art Education, Windesheim University of Applied 
Sciences, and Rector of Bernard Lievegoed Liberal Arts College. 
Where: The Netherlands 
Date: 17 January 2013 
Topic: Art Based Learning 
http://www.windesheim.nl/onderzoek/deskundigen/lutters/ 
 
Several inspiring expressive arts therapist and community focused artists at the 
International Expressive Arts Therapy Association conference (bi-annual). 
Location: Berkely, California, US 
Date: 10-17 March (pre/post meetings & actual conference). 
Website of IEATA: http://www.ieata.org/conference_2013_presenters.html 
 




Dancer, poet, teacher, and author – among the leading pioneers in the field of 
movement/dance and expressive arts  education and therapy. Co-founded the Tamalpa 




The Body as Ever-Changing Landscape: A Life/Art Approach to Resiliency 
Adriana Marchione, MA, REAT, RSMT has been involved in the arts as an exhibiting artist, 
dancer, arts curator, and healing artist for over twenty years. She is on core faculty at 
Tamalpa Institute and has an expressive arts therapy practice in the Bay Area. Marchione 
also works at La Ventana Eating Disorder Program in San Francisco, utilizing her expertise in 
addiction and trauma. 
 
Re-Imagining Life Through Art: Studio Practice in Research and Therapy 
Jena Leake, Ph.D., R.E.AT. is an assistant professor and Program Coordinator for Expressive 
Arts Therapy at Appalachian State University. She specializes in expressive arts work with 
women and was formerly the founder/director of The Art Life Studio in Charlottesville, VA. 
She is forever re-imagining her life through art. 
Armand Volkas 
Clinical Director of the Living Arts Counseling Center in Oakland, psychotherapist, drama 
therapist, and theatre director. “Healing the Wounds Of History” is a process developed by 
Mr. Volkas in which experiential techniques are used to work with a group of participants 




War Trauma Foundation 
The War Trauma Foundation was founded in 1997 and is dedicated to the realization of 
hope, peace of mind, and the achievement of the full potential of communities impacted by 
individual and collective trauma as a result of war and organized violence. 
Director & contact person: Marieke Schouten 
Date: 7 March 2013 
http://www.wartrauma.nl/en/about-us 
 
International Justice Mission – Expressions for Justice 
With: Heather Hancock  
Where: The Hague, Netherlands 
Date: April 2013 
http://www.ijmnl.org/efj/?q=taxonomy/term/9 
 
Dance Movement Therapy Training (assisted) 
Conducted individual interviews and observed/participated/assisted in five dance 
movement therapy training days in Guangzhou, China. Zvika Frank was the leading 
therapist giving the training. 






Tony Read (Pastor The Vine Church, refugee advocate, and director of the Justice 
Conference) 
Where: Hong Kong 
Date: multiple meetings and online dialogue since the fall of 2014 (ongoing) 
Tony has been active as a justice advocate in Hong Kong for the refugee situation for a long 
time. He publishes in local media, and played a vital role in the set-up of STOP (anti 







Michael Chard (social worker, Refugee Fellowship leader at The Vine Church) 
Where: Hong Kong 
Date: multiple meetings and online dialogue since the fall of 2014 (ongoing). 
Michael Chard was very insightful regarding his knowledge of the refugee situation in Hong 




Augustine Mok (director Centre of Community Cultural Development, Lecturer Drama) 
Where: Hong Kong 
Date: 10-15 meetings (2014-2016) either for informal interviews or while mutually 
attending expressive arts or performing arts event. Mok is a lecturer on theatre of the 
oppressed at the Lingnan University. The CCDC runs playback theatre programs for 
domestic violence victims, and started a master in expressive arts (connected to the 
European Graduate School in Saas Fee). 
See http://www.cccd.hk/ 
 
Several pioneers in the field of dance movement therapy at the 1st European Dance 
Movement Therapy Association Conference in Riga, Latvia. 
Theme: "Resilience within the changing world". 




EATHK Sharing Session 
Expressive Arts Therapy Hong Kong Association 
Location: Hong Kong 
Date: 29 October 2014 
 
 
Hong Kong I-dance festival: research week 
A week during which I joined an international crew of artists/researchers doing movement 
research. 
Much of this research and the interview/informal talks with the artists were relevant to my 
research. 
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Location: Y-Space dance studio, Hong Kong 
Date: 22-29 November 2012 
www.i-dancehk.com and www.y-space.org. 
 
Prof. Dr. Eugene van Erven (Theatre Science department, University of Utrecht, NL)  
Where: Netherlands 
When: December 2014 
Specialized in community arts, lecturer in theatre science 
(http://www.uu.nl/staff/EAPBvanErven/0), and the artistic director of the International 
Community Arts Festival in Rotterdam (www.icafrotterdam.com) 
 
 
Victor Choi-wo Ma and Mandy Ming-yin Yim 
Where: Hong Kong 
Date: more than 20 meetings (rehearsals, gatherings and informal interviews) 
Victor and Mandy work mainly with onsite dance theatre performance and connect the 
performances they make with Hong Kong’s cultural heritage. Informal conversations and 
collaboration took place for i-dance festival 2014 & 2015 as well as learning from them how 
to connect in a performative way to the local culture. 
http://www.y-space.org/about/y-space1/?lang=en 
 
Vangelis Legakis (Choreographer, teacher of Qi gong and holistic healing disciplines) 
Where: Hong Kong 
Date: several  moments from 2014- 2016, starting with working together as dance artists 
during the i-dance festival 2014. Vangelis trained in Asia, Greece, the US, and Europe and 
has extensive experience using various movement practices for wellbeing and healing 
purposes in Hong Kong and China. He holds a master in Buddhist studies, knowledge he 
integrates in his movement teaching and lecturing at multiple places like the Hong Kong 





Pearl Tse (EXA therapist) 
Person Centred Expressive arts therapist, Social Worker. MSocSci (Behavioral Health), 
BPhil(Ed), Life-&-Death education workshop instructor. Founder of the Expressive arts 
community organization ‘”Togetherness”. 
 





Dr. Markus Alexander Scott (2 interviews) 
Expressive Arts Therapist, Director of World Arts Organization. 




Dr. KK Lai (EXA therapist, visual artist, and Dean of the EXA therapy master – CCDC HK) 
Where: Hong Kong 
Date: several moments during 2015/2016 – in particular when both KK and I assisted 
Markus Alexander Scott, as well as Paulo Knill & Margo Fuchs when giving EXA training in 
Hong Kong. 
 
Performance Study Conference in Belgium  
Where: Ghent, Belgium 
Date: 17-19 March 2015 
Interview with Fearghuis O Connor (of the Porous Body approach which I was introduced to 
in the i-dance research week in Hong Kong). 
 
 
Leslie van Eyck (WING Platform for Performance) 
Where: Hong Kong 
Date: several meetings between February 2015 – present (ongoing) 
Informal meetings with David Leung and Leslie, or with a larger group of artists, in which we 
discussed the performance scene, and cultural influences regarding this scene, when 
comparing Northern Europe and Hong Kong.  Leslie also opened WING for Dutch 
choreographer Iris van Peppen, part of the HKNL art dialogue project 
(www.reinventinghome.net) to present her work. See http://www.wingplatform.org/ 
 
Justice Conference Asia 
Where: Hong Kong 
Date: end of April – beginning of May 2015 
I taught a workshop (theory & practice) on how injustices are stored in our bodies and how 
Expressive Arts is a tool to release those imprints. Also, I was a panelist (Panel: Arts and 
Justice), sharing on the topic of my PhD research . See thejusticeconferenceasia.com 
https://vimeo.com/151864667 (2.37 - 3 min: featuring my workshop). 
 
 
Moon Hu (Dance Movement Therapist and organizer of the Contact Improvisation Festival 
Guangzhou) 
Where: Guangzhou 
Date: 18-21 June and July 2015 
At a Contact Improvisation Dance festival (youtube.com/watch?v=KB6MxD5KYgA) I met 
Moon Hu, a Chinese Dance Movement Therapist. During the dance camp in Guangzhou and 
a following dance festival in Taiwan we exchanged our experiences regarding DMT in the 
Chinese setting. 
 
Ming-Shen Ku (art director/choreographer and Dean of the School of Dance) 
Where: Taitung, Taiwan 
Date: July 2015 
Ming-Shen Ku started the Ku and Dancers professional dance company in Taiwan in 1993. 
She is also the Dean of the School of Dance (Taipei National University of the Arts).  I 
witnessed her connect topics we come across in daily life and in our relationships with each 




International Expressive Arts Festival – Hong Kong 
Where: Hong Kong 
Date: October 2015 
We presented a workshop with the South Asian expressive arts facilitator team. Also, I had 




Kathleen Ferrier  
Where: Hong Kong and the Netherlands 
Date: several informal meeting over 2015/2016 
Kathleen is a former Dutch politician, she is active in the UN on themes related to gender 




Ho Ying Fung  
Where: Hong Kong 
Date: several times in the fall of 2015 and beginning of 2016 
Ho Ying Fung is a Hong Kong physical theatre master. He has trained and lived in Hong 
Kong, Taiwan and the EU/US context. He shared his views on the Hong Kong scene 
regarding the performing arts, performance creation, and the connection to 
emotions/sense of self in a Chinese context. All this was as a preparation towards an artist 




Pewan Chow (art director, choreographer). 
Where: Hong Kong 
Date: multiple times in 2015/2016 
http://www.hkdanceyearbook.org/main/dance/eng/artist_details.php?id=2-41 
After the professional dance classes her company offers (Passover Dance Company) or over 
tea (we lived in the same village), we discussed the following topics: performance creation, 
spirituality, ‘reinventing home’, and relating them to the Hong Kong context and culture. 
 
Jacqueline van Dijk – Cijsouw (conflict transformation trainer / coach) 
Where: The Netherlands 
Date: December 2015 
Jacqueline is a coach/trainer in conflict transformation and constellations. She shared her 
views on the necessity for a therapist/trainer to analyze his or her own pathology. 
http://www.lifeconnections.nl/34/Over+mij.html 
 
The Justice Centre  
http://www.justicecentre.org.hk/ 
The Justice Centre provides legislative support to protection claimants in Hong Kong. 




Shanti Tamang first worked in in Shakti Samuha and was trained by Gloria Simoneuax. 
Later, she began giving expressive arts therapy herself in Nepal. 
interview by email 
 
Dr. KK Lai 
KK is an expressive arts therapist, visual artist, and the Dean of the Master’s in Expressive 
Arts Therapy in Hong Kong. Interview by email and through informal conversations during 
EXA events and trainings. 
 
 
Griet de Knopper  
http://wonderwiseorg.blogspot.hk/p/who-we-are.html 
Griet has worked in several countries using the arts in her informal education approach. 
Some time ago she also started to work in Nepal. 
Interview by email. 
 
 
Dr. Rainbow Ho 
http://hub.hku.hk/cris/rp/rp00497;jsessionid=3B7AD7D9E30B2695BAFE90940A093704 
Professor and director of the Center of Behavioral Health, dance movement therapist, 
professional ballroom dancer 
 
Janice Ma (Rainlily NGO) 
http://www.rainlily.org.hk/en/ 
Janice is a counselor and social worker trained in the UK, but originally from Hong Kong and 
currently living and working there. She started to focus on ethnic minorities which were in 
the care provided by Rainlily. Previously, the organization focused more on providing care 
to sexually abused females in the local setting. 
 
Dr. Margo Fuchs & Dr. Paulo Knill 
Margo and Paulo pioneered the set-up the European Graduate School in Saas Fee, 
Switzerland. I assisted Margo and Paulo while they gave an expressive arts training for the 




A Belgium dance movement therapist, who also choreographs  
 
 
Janneke Beckens  





http://www.hildeelbers.nl,  A Dutch dancer/choreographer, dance movement therapist, 




Invitation Expressive Arts Women’s Group 
Topic: Home and Belonging 
 
We invite you to join the expressive arts women’s 
group to explore the body, mind, and spirit and go 




Date: weekly 13/5-30/12/2015 
Time: 2.30 – 4.30 pm  




We will get together to share our stories, sing songs, 
move, and write. But above all we offer a safe and 
fun space for women to share their lives with all the 
beautiful things we experience, and the losses we go 
through. We will specifically focus on what home and 
belonging mean to us.  
   




Contact for more information and enrollment:  
Marloes van Houten   









Marloes van Houten 
a researcher, expressive arts trainer/coach, a movement educator and a performing 
artist. For more info see www.hearttohard.nl <about>. 
Jane Hui 
a master’s of social science student who 
had experience working with refugees in 
Hong Kong and has profound interest in 
expressive arts. 
Sui-Ming Chu 
a concert pianist and teacher of Dalcroze eurhythmics. 
 
Yan Yan (Crista) Kwok 
obtained a master’s degree in Counseling and Dance Movement Therapy, and 





Name:   ________________________ 
Age:   ______ 
Home country: ________________________ 
Language:   ________________________ 
Contact:   ________________________ 
 
 
Get up, wake up, put your face in the sunlight, for divine sunlight  









Questions for Expressive Art therapists (General) 
 
1. When did you get interested in EXA? 
2. Where were you educated? 
3. What are the target groups and issues you have worked with? 
4. What adaptions did you feel you had to make in order to apply the EXA 
framework to  
the HK and or Nepalese setting? 
5. Did you come across resources (songs/rituals/practices) that were a part of the 
culture you worked in which you included in your EXA framework? 
6. Did you mostly work with an individual approach, or a collective? 
7. Were there trajectories in which you choose to end with an exhibition or 
performance? 
Did you notice a change in the ‘dancers’ with this shift from being a participant in a 




Questions for Expressive Art therapists (Nepalese setting) 
 
0. Can you tell me something about yourself? 
Where are you from? 
Where are you currently living? 
How is your household situation? 
Did you receive education? If yes, in which area? 
How did the conflict (1996-2006) and the earthquake effect your life? 
 
1. When did you get interested in Expressive Arts Therapy? 
 
2. Do you give or receive Expressive Arts Therapy, and if so what is the target group 
and issues the Expressive Arts worked on? Did the Expressive Arts Therapy you gave 
or were participating in mostly work with an individual approach, or a collective? 
 
3. What adaptions did you feel you had to make in order to apply the Expressive 
Arts framework to the Nepalese setting? 
 
4. Did you come across resources (songs/rituals/practices) that were a part of the 
culture you worked in which you included in your EXA framework? 
 
5.  Were there trajectories in which you choose to end with an exhibition or 
performance? 
Did you notice a change in the ‘dancers’ with this shift from being a participant in a 















Topics, semi structured interviews with Refugee Institutes 
 
1. Basic details: mission, year of establishment, area of expertise, cooperation with 
other refugee institutions & government. 
 
2. Looking at 1997-now: what changed concerning refugee care pertaining to the 
role of the government and refugee institutes, and also in the lives of the refugees? 
 
Do they think the financial burden created by the Vietnamese boat refugees in 1975 
(and until recently) has had an effect on the approach of the government? 
3. How does it affect the refugees that the government provides humanitarian 
health care, but no social health care? 
 
4. What would you outline as the main challenges for refugees in Hong Kong? 
What changed in their situation after the introduction of the Unified Screening 
Mechanism? 
 
5. What is your organization’s experience with the Nepali community? 
When did most of these people arrive? What are their main challenges? 
With what kind of claims do they go through in the Unified screening mechanism? 
Would you say some/a lot are traumatized?  
Are they adapting and managing to create a “new life”? 
Do they have any idea whether or not they feel “at home”? (and what is “at home”) 






Movement Masterclass - HK-NL exchange ‘reinventing home’  
Moving on from Breaking Bricks and the Second Tower of Babel 
 
Moving on from the liminal space of now — deconstructing to reconstruct 
This master class will explore elements that have been central to the work in progress of BB 
and STOB.  
From the Hong Kong side we will be tapping into the luscious and evocative experience that 
we have had in the making of a piece that was inspired by a bygone part of the city — the 
Kowloon Walled City — which to many locals was, at the time, and also at present, a taboo 
place more than an attraction. This is quite the opposite of the attitude toward this 
historical and magical site from our Japanese collaborators. Wangnin Bunmei (Fool’s 
Civilization) actually named themselves after one of the characters (the Fool) in a role-
playing computer game featuring scenarios and personages taken from the KWC. 
The KWC is known to some as the “City of Darkness”, where many activities arising from 
aspects considered to be the “darker” side of humanity, including prostitution, gambling, 
drug-dealing, and violence, thrive among the poor and overcrowded neighborhood. 
Nonetheless, during our research within the STOB project, we came across many beautiful 
things and people in this “ugly” city. We feel that if we dig deep enough with the right 
intention, beauty will be found. This has also spoken to us deeply and widely in our 
movement and music research during the making of STOB, and we would like to continue 
to research along these lines with the participants of this workshop.    
In the making of STOB, butoh was one of the main influences in our explorations and 
research. Kae Ishimoto, being a third generation butoh dancer, and Taiyo Tochiaki, a long 
time performer of famous butoh group Sankaijuku, were among the core members of the 
artistic team and gave us much insight into this aspect. In our shared experience, butoh is a 
movement art form that arises from deep introspection. An authentic look inside oneself 
yields both the “ugly” and the “beautiful”. In our research we look to see beyond the labels 
“ugliness” and “beauty”, right through to the true and beautiful source, which is then 
expressed in pure and pristine form. The research progress is thus one of distillation and 
ascension. We believe this goes hand in hand with the theme explored in Breaking Bricks. 
We plan to share exercises with the participants of this workshop involving breathing, 
walking, singing, imagination, conscious/improvisational movement, and instantaneous 
choreography that will help the body-mind release itself from “old” constructions/labels of 
particular styles/habits in movement, or using the body in a “performance” setting (any 
setting involving a performer/doer and an audience/watcher), while creating a conducive 
environment in the present moment for building something “new”, and most importantly, 




APPENDIX VII  
 
Delving into liminality II: interdisciplinary artistic workshop   
in search of performative material for a three-year artistic exchange between Hong Kong 
and the Netherlands (2014-2017) 
 
Introduction 
The Hong Kong/Japan team of the Second Tower of Babel (STOB, 
http://www.walledcity.burntmango.org/blog/), the international arts for social 
transformation platform Hearttohard (H2H, www.hearttohard.nl), the Dutch team of 
Breaking Bricks (BB) by Dance Improvisatie (www.dansimprovisatie.com) and Expodium 
(www.expodium.nl) are looking for common ground to collaborate and expand their work 
to the international level. The collaboration will focus on the theme of transformation: from 
deconstruction to reconstructing a place/space/body known as home. See here for a visual 
presentation of the project and the implementation so far http://bit.ly/17ylrQF 
The STOB team in Hong Kong, represented by Grad Leung and David Leung, joined by 
Marloes van Houten (the founder of H2H who also performed in STOB), aim to create an 
artistic team to research for performative material leading toward landmark outdoor 
performances in Shui Tau Tsuen in Kam Tin, in the fall of 2015 (including our Dutch 
partners), involving live music, poetry and dance as the main media of performance.  
 
We are looking for: 
• dancers; 
• actors (preferably with a strong base or interest in movement related material); 
• musicians; 
• singers, 




Workshop Content  
The workshop will be led by David Leung and Marloes van Houten.   
 
We will work in Shui Tau Tsuen, one of the oldest settlements of Hong Kong. The old and 
traditional Chinese architectural elements, ruins, and new influences form a nice and 
interesting mix of old/new, deconstruction/nothingness/reconstruction.   
 
Last matchmaking workshop we went into an artistic exploration of the history written on 
our bodies like a sensory map/cartography. We delved into liminality through spontaneous 
imageries, breath work, weight loading and unloading, three-dimensional spatial awareness 
in support of mindfulness in movement and voice production.  
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Now we will bring our research into the outdoors and focus on interacting of our body as a 
cartography in relation with the Shui Tau Tsuen environment with its architectural 
structures and natural landscapes, being inspired by its textures, sounds, and colors.  
 




Time and Place of the workshop:  
We'll be meeting Saturday (May 30th) at 2:30 p.m. outside Exit D of Kam Sheung Road MTR 
station, and will walk to the village together.  
The workshop will be from 3-7:00 p.m.   
(with potluck dinner 7:00-10 p.m. at Marloes’ place) 
 
Fees for the workshop: minimum contribution of $200 ($100 for full time students) to cover 
the expenses of the facilitators made before May 30 (please email 
reinventinghomehk@gmail.com for more specific information)   
 
Materials for the workshop: 
For moving around and dancing in the village, please wear loose, light-colored clothing and 
sports shoes; bring bottled water, and also mosquito repellent and sun block lotion if 
needed.   
You could also bring along a yoga mat or cushion for sitting, as well as food and drinks for 
the potluck.  
 
Facilitators’ Biography  
 
David Leung is a Hong Kong based choreographer and dance artist 
who lectures for HKAPA School of Dance, School of Drama and 
HKU Medical School. In this project he will be a dancer, 
movement researcher, choreographer, and art director.  
356 
Marloes van Houten is an expressive arts trainer/coach 
(www.zoecoaching.nl), a performing artist, researcher, 
movement educator, and founder/art director of Hearttohard. 
She currently works at Lingnan University, teaching and 
obtaining her PhD degree. In this project she will be a dancer, 





Follow Up   
Once the matchmaking is done and the Hong Kong team formed we will meet regularly as 
an artistic community in the studio or in Shui Tau Tsuen, at the Hong Kong base of H2H, 
while creating performative material, sharing food, drinks… and life. The meetings are 
planned for Saturdays between 2.30-7 pm, sometimes including dinner -  in May/June a 
couple of times, and from August onwards weekly.  
 
After all this is a project about LIFE itself, with an emphasis on letting go of stuff we don’t 
need (deconstruction), celebrating the not-knowing and chaos together within liminality, 
and coming home while we rise anew. 
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APPENDIX VIII  
 
Interview questions – Markus Alexander Scott  
 
1. the (in)possibility of including EXA and intermodal work in building performative 
material. What are the possibilities offered and the challenges we run into? How can the 
two feed into each other….or the three: EXA therapy, performance/art, and research? 
Those trained in Expressive arts at the European Graduate School (EGS), Person Centered 
Expressive Arts Therapy226, or in Dance Movement Therapy have different ways of working 
and ideas about the first question. The last two are more focused on therapy and the 
process, while at EGS there is a focus on creating something of aesthetic value. Also, at EGS 
a high percentage of the people coming for training are artists that come to learn how to 
make use of the arts for the sake of coaching or in community work, while they keep up 
with their artwork at the same time.  
On the other hand, there are performing artists who at times might not know how to 
interact or work together with EXA/DMT-ers who aim to bridge the worlds of professional 
dance and community arts, or the worlds of EXA group work and creating performative 
material.  
 
2. Adaptation and transformation of EXA/DMT 
DMT/EXA were founded in the US and Europe. Traumatology as one of the EXA/DMT 
framework building bricks places an emphasis on treating the individual and might not fit a 
collective society. Also, in a culture of shame, using terms like PTSD or therapy might 
further disempower an already traumatized person. How to make the EXA/DMT 
approaches tailor-made to benefit the Asian setting, like in Hong Kong and China? And what 
can we learn from the adaptations made in these areas to the DMT/EXA methods/ideas. 
What can we learn from the newly developed methods/ideas of EXA/DMT in the Asian 
context that is transferable and can be used in other areas/contexts.  
 
3. How to translate art research material, like movement, into narrative writing for an 
academic public. 
Is it possible to document kinetic knowledge, bodily wisdom? What gets lost in the 
translation, and which new elements might we discover when having to deal with 
translating material from one means to another. 
4. Researcher vs artist needs 
How to approach the differences in routes taken to get to an end result by the researcher 
and artists when working together. An example: an artist might work with a general 
concept, and then need the artistic freedom to go into the creative chaos to let things 
emerge from there. The researcher, even when an artist him/herself, has to build a 
conceptual framework, outline research questions and problems and might have a specific 
time line. From the artist’s perspective, the researcher presses  their agenda/framework on 
                                                      
226 https://www.psychotherapy.net/article/expressive-art-therapy 
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him/her before he/she can let things come and develop from a physical place when 
creating.... 
APPENDIX IX ‘Body cartography workshop’ 
  




With the concept “Body cartography” one thinks of the body as a landscape: In a way my 
body is like the body of the earth, with its mountains, valleys, river beds and uneven 
topography tells the story of its history and creation as surely as my body expresses the trails 
and creative changes that I have experienced throughout my lifetime.1  
Both our personal history and the society’s history have an effect on the body landscape, 
unconsciously leaving a map, a cartography, on our nerve system and the instinctual part of 
our brain. In The Practice of Everyday Life, Michel de Certeau reflects on local history, 
imprinted on our body memory as a cartography “there is no law that is not inscribed on 
bodies. Every law has a hold on the body […] from birth to mourning after death, law "takes 
hold of" bodies in order to make them its text [and to transform them] into living tableaux of 
rules and customs, into actors in the drama organized by a social order” (1984: 139). 
Most of this personal body landscape and cartography is present on an unconscious level, 
especially those experiences that were intense. When those experiences (first hand or told 
to us) that have a deep impact are not neutralized, they are stored in parts of our implicit 
memory -“imagery and body memory”-where they lose contact with our cognitive capacities 
to reflect on them and produce verbal narratives about them (Kandel 2006; Herman 1997). 
With stories frozen in our implicit memory, deregulation of the brainstem takes place and 
the higher circuits, such as limbic system (emotional regulation) and neocortex (planning and 
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rational thinking) shut down. You could say these ‘frozen parts’ are the parts of our body 
cartography we are not aware of, but when under stress they dictate our behavior.  
     
When the above happens, the metaphorical body landscape starts to look desolate and no 
longer identifies itself with its owner. In a way we become ´living dead”. This process is a self-
protection system of the human system; when the body has become a source of emotional 
and psychosocial pain, disassociation kicks in. Ownership of the body landscape and the 
cartography written on it, as well as home and belonging, become fragmented notions and 
hollow concepts. In this way personal history can become the opposite of a chronological 
story with linear and univocal developments, but be more in line with Walter Benjamin’s 
assertion of history as “a fragmented story, and that our task may be to collect the forgotten 
or erased fragments as to construct alternative and multiple histories that hold the power to 
challenge the present and future” (Mitroiu 2011).  
       
One way to tap into and get an idea of the "frozen" parts is to engage with it in a language it 
does understand: through images, drawing and through sensations (music/movement). This 
is what we did with the body cartography workshop.  
 
Practical 
The way we applied the body cartography as a tool went as follows: we first did a physical 
and meditative warm up, so as to build the body-mind connection and to “arrive in the 
space”. Afterwards, I led the 3 other ladies in a specific body scan meditation. While lying on 
our backs we started focusing on the feet, noticing their temperature and the stories the feet 





After gathering all this body-knowledge, we channeled it into thinking of a pose for our 
bodies that resembled the meditative journey we just did. We helped each other draw this 
shape on a big piece of paper.  
 
Then we extended the impressions we got to filling in the body-map. I asked them to work 
really intuitively, trusting the process and trusting the bodies’ knowledge. Below you see 
where this led to. When we were finished we visited each other’s body map and left 
comments related to what we saw and made us curious. Then everyone went back to their 
maps and started some reflective writing, using the input. I will focus on sharing my own 

























My full body map 
On the knee it reads: scented story  
The text on the army pants reads: you make me whole 
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The comments people left me and the body part to which they connected it:  
 
“nice trousers” (legs)  
“why a horse” (heart)  
“fire” (feet)  
Touched by Nature. Formed by Nature. Made through….and back to nature” (overall)  
lalalala…… (upper body)   
“comb your hair” (hair)  
“Can almost feel the different seasons. Winter, fall…in your legs and as it goes up it 
becomes warmer and softer”.  
 
hip/pelvis/ovaries 





























Text; Elegance is an attitude 




Text; Elegance is an attitude 




Text; Elegance is an attitude 




Text; Elegance is an attitude 


















My own writing  
The writing reflects on the body cartography, starting with the feet and legs, travelling up 
to the hips/ovaries, then to the arms/head, and finishing with a reflection on the heart. In 
general, I noticed there was more heaviness and an autumn/winter season in the legs. As 
mentioned, I had a severe knee injury (a scented story) that made it me (partly) immobile 
for four years from 2010-2014.When travelling up around the hips and ovaries there seems 
to be a grounded silence, a pleasant silence. In the upper body it seems to become lighter, 
and the seasons are spring and summer.  
 
It’s freezing and fiery down here  
You make me whole….  
Grounded knowledge, knowing 
Yet it's the part  
into which I breathe  
The least 
Mountains, climbing them  
With fierce fiery feet  
My left leg became a mountain itself  
Carrying the load of the other   
 
Army pants, on duty  
like a war dog  
Coming back wounded  
Or maybe more whole in another way 
The upper part is lighter  
In the hips, pelvis, ovaries  
There is no speaking;  
An enjoyable   
solid silence that reigns   
Light and Life up here  
I love you  
I love the experience 
If not today  
Then tomorrow  
Relaxation 
Hominess 
A strength and force   
That does not shout 
If they cut me open  
They may find a horse heart  
Sensitivity, elegance….it’s a decision  
Force, timid, kindness, intelligence  
And the ability to jump over things  
Their hearts feel like akin souls  
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Reflection longer afterwards 
What I noticed when going back to my body map 2 to 3 weeks later – I found that the 





These lines summarized the body cartography outcome for me: 
“Going through seasons of death brought me to a place of silence, and released scent. A 
sweet, deep, grounded homey scent. A mixture of floral and autumn scents. The scent of life 
that knows death as well”. Travelling from bottom to top the seasons in the legs and feet 
seem to be more related to winter and fall.   
 
There seems to be a dual feeling where there is both weight and non-breathing. My right leg 
was severely injured from 2010-2014, it has gone through many “wars” and struggled on the 
battlefield of recovery. In this period the left leg sometimes had to do the work of the right 
one. The pelvic area seems to be a place of experiencing grounding, peace, and silence. 
Travelling further upwards the seasons turn into spring and summer with lighter imagery. 
  
 
The horse heart in the collage is interesting, and I have done some research into what it could 
mean. In Peter Levine’s book “Awakening the Tiger”, he indicates how the horse is a symbol 
for the human body, and specifically for its instinctual nature (2008:74). It highlights the myth 
of Medusa, the Goddess that turned people into stone when you looked her in the eyes. Her 
blood consisted of drops with the power to resurrect life, as well as cause death. Direct 
confrontation for people with trauma, with their wound, will turn them into stone and cause 
paralysis. The power to cause death and expand life is a two-sided coin, the possible effects 
a traumatic event can have. After Medusa is killed, two things come forth out of her body: 
Pegasus, a horse with wings, and Chrysaor, a fighter with a golden sword. While the horse 
represents the instinctual grounding, the wings symbolize movement and rising above 
earthly circumstances. The golden sword symbolizes absolute truth. Levine ends his writing 
on the horse as a symbol, stating that the (winged) horse, together with the golden sword, 
are symbols representing resources for traumatized people, or people who have experienced 
difficulties. They will discover these resources when they learn how to battle their own 
Medusa. 
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Along this theme I found a dance movie about horses, which brought back to memory how 
my youth was filled with horse riding, spending time with horses, and doing acrobatics on 
them. Somehow my soul felt close to theirs, with their sensitivity and strength. I wrote the 
below as a reflection on the horse based on the dance movie, my body map, and Levine’s 
writing: “Horse” https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GTbSuC-U0OQ 
 
~ Horse Heart ~ 
For as long as I can remember.... 
My heart has felt like akin  
to horse souls  
Horses cannot lie 
Even when it would be better 
They are brutally sensitive,  
keen, kind 
extremely honest 
All they do is 
mirror 
Not to hurt, to judge 
but to offer a passing through 
to a next stage 
Their soul is a doorstep 
between here, now, there and then 
A transitional opportunity  
humbling and transformative 
Horse kin spirits mirror  
me 
to become more like you 
crystal clear 
like calm water 
with the ability 






APPENDIX X ‘Work in Progress Sharing’  
 









Part 4 of Blank Space Studio – Resident Artist & Curatorship Program 2015-2016 “Cultural 
Footprints on the Body Pathway” research project 
Work-in-progress sharing 
 
If being alive and death are two sides of the same coin named ‘existence’, we will never fully 
understand what it means to be alive without comprehending death. Death resides in our 
bodies, yet there is no way we could gain knowledge from experience. One can only learn 
about death through living.  
The body, the subject and object of the performer’s stage presence, embodies the very 
existence she requires to befriend death.  
 
Korean-native dancer Ara Cho, Mainland-born dancer Fiona Zhou, Dutch dancer Marloes 
van Houten, Korean-native theatre director Sunhee Kim, in collaboration with Sze Ka-yan 
and Jan Wong, invite you to a sharing of to-be-completed research insights, when ‘death’ 
 is the topic to contemplate, the ‘self’ is the research object, and the ‘body’ is the 
embodiment apparatus.  
 
Feb 26, 2016 (Friday) 8pm 
“Blank Space Studio” at Unit 6, 2/F, Block B, Wah Tat Industrial Center, 8 Wah Sing Street, 












Performance summary:  
 
http://www.blankspacestudiohk.com/36039-26009--32000-376363/category/all 
Due to the video quality, in the second part on Frozen, Fear, Desire (12.00 – 16.10 min), the 
facial expression and breath is lost, however it made up the biggest part of the performance. 
 
0-8.20 rice rituals   
performed by Marloes   
Themes: rice as a ‘cleaning’ symbol, and as the Asian form of Tom Thumb’s bread crumbs.     
 
Tom Thumb is a fairy tale figure in European Literature, who is as small as a thumb, but very 
powerful nonetheless. When he sits in a horse’s ear and whispers, it sounds like a shout. 
When he is sent away from home, he leaves a trail of little bread crumbs to help him find his 
way back. The theme that the small matters (small everyday life decisions) came back a lot 
in our research.   
 
Also, the more rice one has eaten in HK/China/Korea the closer one is to death. Hence, the 
performer started with a cleansing ritual, preparing herself for life to unfold. Then she used 
a rice trail as a metaphor for traveling towards death. She started with a controlled, straight 
line referring to the teenage and younger life stages when there might be the belief that we 
can create whatever we like and determine life’s outcome. Later, the line becomes more 
playful, as in the later stages of life we learn that things do not always unfold in a linear, 
controllable way, and that play during our journey is very important. The last part of the rice 
trail is meandering, where we have learnt through humility that there is a lot we cannot 
determine ourselves, but we can respond wisely and playfully to life’s unfolding.   
    
12.00-16.12 min, Journey from death: frozen emotions, fear, desire.  
Text (below) and movement performed by Marloes  
 
# Frozen  
Doesn’t know it is  
nonmoving  
doesn’t know movement is  
Cold dead  
that’s what you are  
Stuck 
that is what you are  
But you don’t care  
as you are not  
 
# Fear  
you exist  
yelling  
screaming  
your lungs out  
for air you never had  
You don’t know life  
Trembling at the threshold  
of something  
Shaking at the doorstep 
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of someone  
# Desire  
And that’s where you  
give birth  
The scent of desire  
rushes through veins  
unexplored  
This is Life  
to the living dead.  
 
One of our fragments was about emotions related to death/loss. Three emotions: frozenness, 
fear, and desire. One day in the studio I looked at them and it sounded like a pathway from 
death to life. Life for the Living Dead. It made me reflect on how we all have parts where we 
are not alive, even though we are living. Frozen parts that never got the chance to develop, 
or became frozen due to negative experiences. While working with the topic I wrote the part 
below. Before the “frozen” part, I inhaled deeply, and in terms of performance locked my 
gaze and body in frozen energy. Right before the “fear” part, I exhaled, and started to feel 
my body from my toes travelling upwards. While feelings came back, fear could also be felt 
and overwhelmed my body and gaze. During the “desire” part, incense was burning in the 
studio (making a relation to “scent”), and a “shy step” was taken towards the audience, 
pulling my dress partly up (under the black dress, there was a red one and flowers fell down). 
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APPENDIX XI ‘Social and Political Background of Nepal’ 
  
Introduction   
The aim of this section is to provide a socio-and historical frame of reference. In a land which 
has often been romanticized because of its natural grandeur and its remoteness, people’s 
largesse and it cultural plus religious heritage, this section will assist in better understanding 
the circumstances the Nepali women found themselves in, and why civil war broke out in 
1996 (Karnani 2008). Nepal’s slow socio-economic development and unequal distribution of 
wealth and power have been indicated as a factor that instigated the civil war and its 
geographical characteristics as a factor that supported the guerrilla strategies engaged by the 
UCPNM (UCPNM 2003; Thapa ed. 2003; Anderson 1999: 7-53).  “Nepal’s 1996-2006 civil war 
resulted from a movement by Maoist insurgents to take advantage of the growing 
dissatisfaction among the people, especially those living in rural areas, with lack of economic 
reforms they had expected from a new democratically elected government” (Menon & Van 
der Meulen Rodgers 2015: 51). 
  
The remaining sections of this appendix discuss: Nepal’s socio-economic development and 
its geographic characteristics; and the relation between religious beliefs, development 
challenges and unequal distribution of power and resources of the country (Bista 2001; Van 
Houten 2009). I choose to include these chapters to give insight into the living conditions, 
belief system and power structure the Nepali women were exposed to before they moved to 
another country.  
   
The natural resource base, demographics and socio-economic standards  
  
Nepal is a landlocked country located between two global powers; China and India (see map 
‘location of Nepal’) (van Dalen 2002: 5, 6). The country covers 147,181 Square Kilo meters 
which makes up for 0.09 % of the global land (Upreti 2001: 34). Furthermore, Nepal houses 
an enormous diversity of topological regions and approximately 6,000 rivers and rivulets 
stream through the Himalayan Kingdom. The central sector of Himalayan arc -nearly one 
third of the 2400 km long Himalayan range- resides in Nepal (Dahal 2006). The country can 
be divided in three altitudinal/landscape zones; the Terai Lowlands, the Middle Hills and the 
High Mountains (see map geological zones) (Bista 2001; 11-14). The altitude height arrays 
from 60 meters in the southeast to the 8848-meter Mount Everest, the highest peak in the 
world, in the north (Upreti 2001: 34). The topography and climate of the Terai Lowlands are 
comparatively homogeneous, while the hill and high mountain area are ecologically diverse.
   
 
In general, approximately 85 to 90 percent of Nepal’s 26,5 people227 rely on subsistence 
agriculture till 2006 (Rotberg & Swain eds. 2007: 7; USAID 2006: 4). The Central Bureau of 
Statistics reports that the composition of income sources in the last 15 years changed, 
whereby the share of farm income in total income has declined from 61 percent to 28 percent 
while that of non-farm income increased from 22 to 37 percent and of other sources 
including remittances have increased from 16 to 35 percent (2011: 2). Nepal is a ‘resource-
thin country’ (except from the hydro capacity) and only 17 percent of the land is arable, which 
                                                      
227.   Central Bureau of Statistics, Nepal Census data 2010/11. 
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make the securing of families’ livelihoods challenging (Rotberg 2006: 7; FAO 2007).228 The 
subtropical lowlands are most rewarding in terms of agricultural production (Bista 2001: 12). 
This is caused by its favorable climate, generally good soils, and extensive irrigation systems 
fed by water from rivers that drain the Himalaya Mountains (USAID 2006: 3). The soil 
conditions of the middle hills and the mountains do not benefit from such favorable climates. 
In the hills ten percent of the land is cultivated (in 2007: 8-11) and in the mountains only two 
percent is suitable for cultivation (FAO 2007).228 In the hills and mountains soil erosion has 
been abundant and landslides- plus hill irrigation systems are limited in size by the steep 
terrain (Upreti 2001: 34; Joshi and Ghimire 1996: 18, 19). Consequently, two-third of Nepal’s 
food is grown in the Terai. In addition, the development of widespread roads systems seemed 
more feasible in the Terai than in the hill or mountain areas. This, together with the labor 
supply and the adjacent Indian railhead caused Nepali industry to concentrate in the Terai. 
However, some industry also developed in the Kathmandu Valley, which is situated in the 
mid-montana at 1,500 meters above sea level (Bista 2001: 12, 13). There are not a lot of 
urbanized areas in Nepal besides the “three ancient cities tale [Kathmandu, Patan and 
Bhaktapur] in the Kathmandu valley and a few small-urbanized areas, which have developed 




Source: http://www.unu.edu/unupress/unupbooks/uu14re/uu14re08.jpg  
 
The recent population distribution is related to the diversity of soil conditions per region 
(feasibility for agricultural production), and the presence of other labor opportunities. The 
majority of people live in hamlets scattered across the country, with half of the population 
being concentrated in the Terai compared to 44 percent in the hills and only six percent high 
mountains (USAID 2006: 3; Bista 2001: 11). In search for other means of existence, many 
people from the Himalayan Mountains have moved southward. During the interviews I held, 
India, Malaysia, Qatar, UAE and Saudi Arabia were most often mentioned as locations where 
                                                      
228.   http://www.fao.org/docrep/010/ah869e/ah869e00.HTM#4 
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men migrated to for work. In case a whole family migrated due to poverty or threat during 
the war, India would be the most common location.  
A recent report  “Labor Migration for Employment: A Status Report for Nepal 
2013/14”, shows that the number of migrants leaving Nepal for work is increasing every year. 
During the last fiscal year 2014, more than 520,000 labor permits were issued to Nepalis 
planning to work abroad. The report concluded that overseas employment is heavily male 
dominated: roughly 95 per cent of all labor permits are given to men. However, other data 
that captures those working in India (where labor permits are not required) or those leaving 
to work abroad through informal channels indicate that female migration might be as high 
as 12 per cent of the total workforce abroad. I noticed when working with the women in 
Hong Kong, that they mostly leave Nepal with combined push of economic and political 
reasons, through informal channels, were not long after they leave Nepal they are worse off 
(forced prostitution, trafficking, traumatizing migration journeys though smugglers, abuse, 
etcetera). It is not as easy for women as for men to get an oversees work permit, the ILO 
2013/2014 report confirms this:  
Nepal, like a few countries in Asia, has invoked various bans on women from migrating for 
employment. In 1999, for instance, the Foreign Employment Promotion Board banned the 
issuing of a labor permit to any woman younger than 30 years who wanted to go to an Arab 
State as a domestic worker. The ban was lifted in 2010 after protective mechanisms were 
introduced for outgoing workers, but then was reinstated in 2012 to prevent any woman 
younger than 30 from travelling to the Middle East for domestic work. Even though the intent 
is to protect women from many risks, including long working hours, sexual violence, physical 
abuse and economic exploitation, the policy is heavily criticized, particularly for not being 
effective – young women continue to migrate for domestic work to Middle East countries, but 
now do so through irregular channels, without any form of protection that the formal system 
can offer. Recognizing this, the Government is currently reviewing the impact of the ban on 
female migration and considering alternative means to protect women during employment 
(ILO 2014: 21) 
Non-migrating inhabitants of the hills or mountains were forced to become more reliant on 
other forms of livelihoods. Examples as such are; livestock farming and batter trade, or the 
performance of seasonal labor elsewhere in Nepal or abroad (Joshi and Ghimire 1996: 18; 
Van Dalen 2002; GNAWO 2007). During my stay and research in the Himalayan Mountains I 
came across several forms of diversification of livelihood; in many cases (I)NGO’s and their 
programs gave the incentive to the locals to diversify their strategies to make a living. There 
were for example goat rearing, orange tree growing, and soap making etcetera initiatives. 
For Nepal as a whole, it counts that the sub economic sectors (beside agricultural 
production), which have developed, are manufacturing, trade and commerce, transport and 
communication, finance, real estate and community and social services (FAO 2007).228  
On top of the fact that the presence of natural resources is far from satisfactory, Upreti 
indicates, “land and forest resources are over-exploited because of heavy dependence of the 
ever-growing population (both human and animals) in the natural resource base. The amount 
of Forest User Groups set up by Non-Governmental Organizations (NGO’s) to regulate the 
exploitation of the forest indicates how pressing the issue is. Forest User Groups were also 
in communities as remote as Rukum and Rolpa. Water and mineral resources are under-
utilized, owed to a lack of financial resources and infrastructure” (2001: 4). One of the main 
reasons for population growth comprises the improvement of healthcare and the related 
decline of child mortality (UNICEF 2006). More precisely, the population growth in the Terai 
lowlands boosted since the 1950s because of the eradication of malaria (USAID 2006: 3). 
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Hence, underdevelopment, population growth and environmental degradation made 
ownership of land (and the size of land) more and more important for the socio-economic 
wellbeing of the rural population (USAID 2006: V, VI).   
However, land is unequally distributed. Matthew and Upreti exhibit “that the lower 47% of 
households […] owns fifteen percent of the total arable land, while the top five percent, owns 
approximately 37%”(2006: 4). And it is exactly here where the severe poverty comes in, 
because simply said; many have (almost) nothing, and few own the rest. Upreti phrased it as 
follows “Nepal has a highly unequal society in terms of land distribution mainly due to its 
feudalistic socio-political structure, a weak institutional framework and policies, a lack of 
commitment by and determination of the politicians and poor performance by the 
bureaucracy” (2001: 45; Ghimire 1992). According to the United Nations Development 
Program’s (UNDP) 2014 Human Development Index, the HDI score for Nepal in 2011 is 0.458, 
the lowest ranking among the countries of the South Asian Association for Regional 
Cooperation (SAARC), aside from Afghanistan (2014: 12). The National Living Standards 
Survey 2003/04 found that 31 percent of the Nepalese population living below the poverty 
line (CBS 2004).229 The conflict had an impact on the food security and income per capita, 
especially in the areas in the Maoist heartland.  During my stay and research in Nepal I found 
that multiple households owned less labor forces due to both male and female household 
members who took part in the war as Maoist Party Workers, combatants in the PLA or 
otherwise. Especially female respondents remarked that it was difficult to cope with the 
agricultural production, without the male household members being around. Further, when 
villagers were able to harvest their fields, the forced food donations to the security forces 
and the UCPN-M devalued the significance of landownership and crop production even 
further.  Menon & van der Meulen- Rodgers indicate how the civil war affected the 
percentage of women that reported themselves as household’s head, due to male migration, 
death, separation or incapacitation of husbands (2015: 55).  
 
In 2010/11 the Central Bureau of Statistics (Volume II) indicated there where improvements: 
“In nominal terms, average household income grew by more than 363 percent between 
1995/96 and 2010/11 (NRs. 43,732 versus NRs. 202,374). During the same period, mean per 
capita income increased from Rs. 7,690 to Rs. 41,659 (an increase by 442 percent). During 
the last 15 years, nominal per capita income of the poorest 20 percent of population 
increased by more than 687 percent while that for the richest 20 percent of population 
increased by about 387 percent only” (CBS 2011: 1). Like, shown above, especially the 
communities in the hills and mountains area, experience difficulties in securing their 
livelihoods and they often suffer from chronic food deficits because they are landless or have 
too little land, and/or face soil and climate constraints which limits their agricultural 
production (USAID 2006: 3, 4; UNDP 2014: 21):  
 
Researchers logbook fragment  
I remember walking from Musikot, Rukum’s headquarter to Simli VDC, to the Ghetma VDC, 
which is located in the higher Himalayan Mountains. See below for an image taken by me, of 
my translator and a social mobilizer of a NGO accompanying me on my journey to Ghetma. 
Along the riverside near the Simli valley crops would grow well and there was a variety of 
vegetables to eat. After arriving in Ghetma VDC with its high hills and soil erosion, food 
scarcity became a point of attention. The dry ground on the high slopes made it difficult to 
                                                      
229    Central Bureau of Statistics, Nepal Living Standards Survey 2003/04, Statistics Report, Volumes 1 and  2, 
Central Bureau of Statistics, Kathmandu, 2004 Central Bureau of Statistics, Nepal Living Standards Survey 
2010/11, Statistics Report, Volumes 1 and 2, Central Bureau of Statistics, Kathmandu, 2011 
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grow anything and the population suffered from a 6 months per year food deficit. Both 
women and men worked hard on the field and most owned two houses. One up and one down 
the hill so they could vary where to farm. For the periods when there was no harvest, they 
would store pumpkins in their house. The World Food Plan provided rice now and then. After 
a month of eating two times a day the same saahk (a kind of bitter spinach), I started 
dreaming, not so much about luxury like chocolate but about having more variety of 
vegetables available.  
 
   
  
There are shifts in land use and improvements in the area of income. During the 15 years, 
nominal per capita income of the poorest 20 percent of population increased by more than 
687 percent while that for the richest 20 percent of population increased by about 387 
percent only. 230 The life expectancy in Nepal is 63 (2006) compared to 54 in 1990 and 46 in 
1970, the infant mortality rate 46 per 1000 live births in (2006) evaluated to 99 in 1990, and 
the total fertility rate is 3.4 (2006 and 2010/11).231 The total fertility rate (TFR) is the average 
number of children that would be born to a woman by the time she ended childbearing if she 
were to pass through all her childbearing years conforming to the age-specific fertility rates 
of a given year. There is much disparity in the TFR between the urban and rural areas. The 
urban areas have below replacement level TFR whereas the rural areas show slightly greater 
TFR than the national average.  
 
The numbers display that living conditions and health care drastically improved.  
Nonetheless, this does not count for the rural and isolated areas. Access to good quality 
health care services in these locations, is more exception than rule. With many mountainous 
and upper hills lacking road facilities it can take up to several days of walking before the first 
hospital is reached (Upreti 2001: 37). Malnutrition, diarrhea, pneumonia and respiratory 
infections remain the major causes of death in children (Upreti 2001: 37)”. Nepal’s 
population can be dubbed as ‘very young’, because half (46 percent or 10.6 million) are aged 
less than 18 years (UNICEF 2006: 19). 
 
                                                      
230.   Central Bureau of Statistics, Nepal Living Standards Survey 2010/11, Statistics Report, Volumes 1 and 2, 
Central Bureau of Statistics, Kathmandu, 2011, pp 1, 2. 
231.   http://www.unicef.org/infobycountry/nepal_nepal_statistics.html 
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Researchers logbook  
To be honest, I could not imagine how water related diseases or a lack of other basic health 
care could be the major cause of death in the 20th century, until I arrived in the Mid-Western 
and higher hill area of Nepal. See images below. The toilet was “nowhere and everywhere”. 
People went at certain places where everyone knew it was the common village pie and poo 
place. Or they went during the night, just anywhere. Flies would spread the germs. Kids would 
play and pie and poo around the house, with the dog liking first their buds clean, and after 
liking the pots and pans that still needed to be rinsed. Women would work on the land, and 
with the soil still under their nails dig into the dough to make roti’s. This may sound like I look 
down on the way things were done, but I did not, I realized it’s simply a matter of never having 
had education about these kind of health and hygiene topics, or not having access to better 
options.  
It did not take long before I had worms that infected my stomach and made my belly swell. 
Diarrhea or the opposite set in, up until a level where I could not eat anymore. After one 
month of suffering, I felt the urge one day to walk back to the headquarters (a 2 day walk). 
The urge was so strong; I packed my backs the next morning and went. Not long after I 
arrived, I threw up blood and fell unconscious because of dehydration. There was no hospital 
nearby, but luckily there was a nurse who normally worked in Katmandu. She gave me several 
strong injections (of what I still don’t know) over the next 4 days, which made me come back 
to consciousness. After 5 days I was strong enough to be transported to the Katmandu 
hospital.  
 
I was helped because I felt this intuitive call to travel back to a place with more resources. Yet 
during my travel and stay in remote areas, I also came across children that died because of 
diarrhea and dehydration. And women that were in labor, where they needed help and were 
put in a basket held with a string around someone’s head. Transport was arranged, in a row 
of three men with the one up front carrying the basket and the lady. The second and third 
following him, and being available to take turns carrying the basket with the lady. Yet the 




The next section ‘Ethnicity and the Caste System’ discusses the ethnic division and 
distribution, plus the role of the caste system. The objective of this paragraph is to give the 
reader the chance to develop a more thorough comprehension of the hierarchic organization 
of the Nepalese society, the exclusion of certain ethnic and lower caste groups, and how that: 
1) connects to the ‘success’ of UCPNM’s initiation of the armed revolution in 1996 to 
overthrow the ‘societies oppressors’; 2) effects the lives of Nepali women during and after 
the civil war (Thapa eds. 2003; Onesto 1999 and 2000: 152-159).232  
Ethnicity and the caste system 
Nepal is from origin a Buddhist society, with Mongoloid people who came from Tibet. The 
Buddhist culture was overshadowed by the introduction of Hinduism, around 200 A.D. The 
Licchavis (Indo-Aryans) invaded Nepal from the north of India and the Licchavis Bahun 
(Brahmins) spread Hinduism and, as an integral part of Hinduism, the Hindu caste system 
throughout Nepal (Bista 2001: 29- 60; Van Dalen 2002).233 The Hindu Varna System divides 
the population into four categories, which were originally related to occupational activities 
(SNV 1998). First of all, there are the Brahmins (the priest and scholarly), secondly; the 
Chettri’s (the warriors), at third; the Vasishya (traders and agriculturists) and fourth; the 
Sudras (those engaged in menial services) (Upreti 2001; SNV 1998). In worship, rituals and 
warfare the caste-based occupations were also important. Lecomte-Tilioune (2004:14) writes 
about this topic as follows;  
 
Caste-based ritual services […] structure the entire society in a very specific context: when the 
whole population gathers around a royal center and each caste carries out a specific task to 
celebrate war through worship of the patron goddess and sacred weapons. […] The ritual 
services of the different castes were predominantly war-related functions: the Damai 
drummers and bell ringers, the Sarki cobblers and scabbard-makers, the blacksmith-gunsmith 
Kamis, the tribal and Kshatriya soldiers, and the Brahmin priests and astrologers who 
propitiate the gods of war and determine the auspicious moments to start fighting or to 
mobilize troops. 
While the caste was initially based on the work families performed, steadily it became 
hereditary; “from parents to offspring irrespective of their work specialty” (Upreti 2001: 35). 
 
It has been under rule of the Malla kings of the Magar kingdom, from the 12th till the 15th 
century, that the stratified caste system was actively supported and Buddhism was actively 
discouraged (Bista 2001: 25; Lecomte-Tilouine 2004: 13). Bista highlights the following 
reason “the caste hierarchy had become attractive because it helped enforce a social stability 
which could ensure the preservation of the Malla kingdom” (2001: 25). In an every-growing 
quantity people bought a caste title for their families. Local chiefs and the upper class 
envisioned the introduction of the class system as an incentive to justify -and intensify- their 
position of power. People who did not belong to the privileged classes refused to accept a 
religion (Hinduism and the caste system) that placed them in a low status position within the 
social and ritual hierarchy. (Bista 2001: 33). There were not many Bahun families who settled 
                                                      
232 . ‘Societies oppressors’ refers to the individuals or groups that, according to the UCPNM, embody the 
inequality and exploitation in the Nepalese society. Here within, the UCPNM made a division in the first level of 
enemies; the biggest reactionaries and oppressors; big landowners, political, formal and religious leaders took 
profit from their power position. And the second level ‘oppressors’ refers to the ‘second level of enemies’; the 
supporters of the main enemies. 
233.  Caste in its essence means the ascription of qualities of graduated social pollution, whereby the pariahs 
(formerly known as the untouchables, and nowadays as the Dalits) are considered most polluted and the 
Brahmins are  dubbed pure and holy (Bista 2001; Van Dalen 2004). 
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in the Himalayan mountain area. Consequently, there was no one to help the local rulers to 
adopt the high caste status and to introduce other elements of Hinduism. That is why the 
Himalayan communities preserved their equalitarian and Buddhist features, which is 
supplemented by animist and shamanist believes and practices (Van Dalen 2002).234 
Moreover, Bista outlines “the Bahuns were not able to attach themselves to the local 
aristocracy in the Far Eastern Terai, so the Limbus [the ethnic group living in that area] are 





Source:  Tanka Prasad Acharya Memorial Foundation 2005  
 
In sum, the introduction of the Hinduism and the caste system divided the population in more 
than 100 ethnic and caste groups in Nepal (UNICEF 2006: 19). Nowadays, most of the 
geographical areas of Nepal (besides the Himalayan mountain area and the Far Eastern Terai) 
are characterized by a vertically stratified Hindu caste system and shelter a diversity of 
Tibeto-Burman ethnic groups (Upreti 2001: 36; Hoftun 1999). Although the 1963 National 
Code and Constitution of the Kingdom of Nepal officially outlawed discrimination based on 
caste, in the mindset and practices of the Nepalese people it still prevails (Shrestra 1997: 7; 
Van Dalen 2002; UNICEF 2006: 21).235 Particularly in the more orthodox Hindu communities 
and amongst elderly people Dalits are viewed as ‘untouchables’.233 In daily activities of village 
live caste discrimination becomes visible “the refusal to accept food or drink, including water, 
from a Dalit. Some quotes of my respondents (Rukum district VDC, Nepal, 2007/2008): 
                                                      
234.  Animism and Shamanism are beliefs in personalized, supernatural beings (or souls) that inhabit ordinary 
animals and objects, governing their existence. British anthropologist Sir Edward Burnett Tylor argued in 
Primitive Culture (1871) that this belief was the most primitive and essential form of religion. Source:          
http://www.bartleby.com/ 65/an/animism.html 
235.  Asian Human Rights Appeal, http://www.ahrchk.net/ua/mainfile.php/2004/609/, last visit 19 July 2007. 
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I do not like meals with lower caste people. Our religion [Hinduism] says that we will die if we 
eat together with the lower caste people.  
Other people did not want to sell milk to us, because we are Dalits. 
Yes, there is discrimination in the village, we cannot touch the vessels of higher caste people 
or enter their houses. They think we pollute their vessels and their house. Before [the war] we 
were also not allowed to fetch water at the same spot along the river side, as the higher caste 
people 
The above means that high-caste Hindus will not marry Dalits, will not allow Dalits to enter a 
room where food is prepared and cooked, will not invite Dalits to their lifecycle rituals and 
ceremonies, and will not take water from the same sources as Dalits. The latter are also 
forbidden to enter Hindu temples. Contravention of these prohibitions requires high-caste 
Hindus to perform cleansing rituals to purge themselves of the ‘pollution’ ” (UNICEF 2006: 
21; DFID and the World Bank 2005).  
 
An USAID report highlights that Nepal’s long history of human in-migration from north and 
south added to the ethnic and cultural diversity that evolved over time (USAID 2006: 3). There 
are three caste/ethnic groups who politically and socio-economically dominate the society; 
the Brahmin and Chetri caste groups and the Newar ethnic groups (Upreti 2001: 36; UNFP 
2007: 22). The table 5 ‘Caste- and ethnic groups by residence with percentage distribution’, 
displayed on the next page, gives an overview of the current division of castes and ethnic 
groups in Nepal, whereby the caste and ethnic groups are summarized into seven categories 
(UNICEF 2006: 40). When the term ‘Janjati’ is used it refers to ethnic group.  
 
According to the 2011 census the population is 26.5 million. “Hindus constitute 81.3 percent, 
Buddhists 9 percent, and Muslims (the majority of whom are Sunni) 4.4 percent. Groups 
constituting less than 5 percent of the population include Kirats (an indigenous religion with 
Hindu influence) and Christians. Members of minority religious groups have asserted that 
their numbers were significantly undercounted”.236  Nonetheless, the boundaries between 
Hinduism, Buddhism, and Animist belief are not clear, and people simply include rituals and 
traditions of distinct religious traditions in their belief systems and (religious) every-day 
practices (UNICEF 2006: 20, 21; Van Dalen 2002: 25; Bista 2001).   
 
Ethnicity, religion, caste and gender roles   
Gender roles and perceptions are traditionally interwoven with religious beliefs and 
ethnicity. The following quote illustrates orthodox perspectives on the valuation of men 
versus women “if a man is not blessed with a son the door to heaven will not be open to him” 
(Majupuria 1985: 186). Broadly speaking, gender roles are strictly defined to men and 
women, and this stereotype has been the root of prejudiced attitudes that generate 
discriminatory practices throughout the Nepalese society (UNICEF 2006: 61). In general, 
women are submitted to unequal power relations, a fact that the UCPNM often used to 
recruit women to join the UCPNM or the PLA and fight for the removal of the individuals that 
uphold the gender inequality (Upreti 2001: 36). However, when comparing gender roles per 
                                                      




caste group or ethnicity there are certain differences in marriage practices and the position 
women attain in the household/society (Bista 2001: 61-75).   
The Mongoloid women are mostly Buddhist and for the north of Nepal. They have less social 
prescriptions to live up to than Hindu Indo-Aryan women of the hills and the Terai (Majupuria 
1985: 183). Remarry for Mongoloid widows is permitted, and they have relatively more 
decision-making power regarding the selection of their future husband. Furthermore, 
Mongoloid women are allowed to join community activities and in theory no distinction is 
made between sexes. This freedom was unthinkable for Indo-Aric Hindu communities. Girls 
of Indo-Aryan Hindu families have been married off at a younger age, whereby the marriage 
is seen as “a social contract between two families than a personal affair between bridegroom 
and bride” (Sharma 2003: 183). The Muslim girls (of the Terai) are also given away at a young 
age. For both Indo-Aryan women and Muslim women, it counts that they face restrictions in 
terms of mobility, income-earning opportunities and freedom to perform public and religious 
services (Majupuria 1985:184; ADB 1999).   
 
Social changes are taking place, due to education, cross-fertilization of religious beliefs, 
exposure (through media) to external ideas about gender roles, and by way of increased 
awareness raising activities of NGOs/INGOs and the government (UNFPA 2007: 21).237 An 
instance of the cross-fertilization of religious beliefs concerns the Buddhist Mongolians of the 
north who have taken over elements of the Hindus system of Indo-Aryan people in the 
middle-hills and the Terai, and vice versa. This, together with the other factors outlined 
above, has paved the way for further empowerment of the Indo-Aryan Hindu women, in 
terms of their decision-making power in the community and in the household (UNFPA 2007: 
20-23). Also, the general age of marriage for girls has risen.238 However, the marriage age in 
Muslim and Hindu Indo-Aric communities has risen much slower than in the Buddhist 
Mongolian communities.  
 
Polygamy has been declared illegal, but the 2001 census showed that at least 559,250 
women were living in polygamous marriages (see table 6 ‘Marital status of Women in Nepal’) 
(UNFPA 2007: 22, 23).239 An assessment on 
the position of women in Nepal, performed 
by the United Nations Population Fund and 
the Government of Nepal, indicates that “The rate of polygamy was higher among the hill 
population generally, and proportionately more among hill Dalits and non-Newar/Thakali 
Janajatis” (2007: 23).  
 
                                                      
237.   Source: http://www.guttmacher.org/pubs/journals/3403008.html 
238.   Source: http://www.unfpa.org/16days/documents/pl_earlymarriage.doc, Early Marriage: Child Spouses. 
No. 7- March 2001. Innocenti Digest. UNICEF Innocenti Research Centre, Florence, Italy. http://www.unicef-
icdc.org/publications/pdf/digest7e.pdf 
239.  The number could be higher, because this statistic has been estimated by multiplying the number of  
men in polygamous marriages by two and these men may have more than two wives (UNFPA 2007:  
23). 
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The position of women in 
urban settings is more 
developed and 
acknowledged than in rural 
areas. It is common for 
people (both men and 
women) to get educated. 
Both education and exposure 
to media and foreign cultures 
caused the age at first 
marriage to rise (see table 
‘Marital status of women, 
Nepal 1981-2001’) (UNFPA 
2007: 22, 23). Having written 
the above lines, including the line “the position of women in urban settings is more 
developed…” a memory of my research period in Nepal comes to mind.  
 
The fertility rate decreased from 5.1 in 1995/96 to 3.4 in 2010/11 (measured in total fertility 
rate) and is lower in urbanized than in rural areas (Sharma 2003: 183; CBS 2010/2011: 117). 
Moreover, while discussing the more developed and acknowledged position of women in 
urban settings, this includes the opportunities for women get educated and to occupy 
decision making positions within and outside the community; their decision making power 
at household level; their right for decisions concerning their own body (sexual rights); and 
ownership registration and legislation. Opposite to the numbers in the Central Bureau of 
Statistics of 2010/11, that documents women are involved in most of the household or 
community decisions and that is not much difference between the urban and rural area, this 
is not the response I got from interviewees or observations in very remote areas. 240  
  
According to the constitution of 1990 inheritance- and ownership legislation and decision 
making rights are equal for men and women, which should limit and alter the influences of 
the patrimonial system. In practice there are no laws to safeguard the equalization (Sharma 
2003: 195, 196). Marriage, divorce, ownership and inheritance are still regulated by family 
legislations241 and this is done supports the patrimonial system and limits women’s ability to 
attain control over their own lives and economic/financial resources (UNICEF 2006: 61). In 
rural area, women are still associated with the informal sector and private life, which causes 
difficulties for (I)NGO and government programs that intend to stimulate women attendance 
in (micro-) enterprising and occupation of political functions. Most women in rural settings 
are employed in agricultural (self-subsistence) or underpaid jobs, that require limited 
knowledge. Because of this underprivileged position of income generation, marriage prevails 
                                                      
240.   The survey for the first time sought information on women’s participation in fifteen types of different  
household decisions: children’s education, choice of school for children, personal (her own) health care, pre- 
natal care, use and method of family planning, children’s health care, expenditure on food, other household  
expenditure, selling household goods (including livestock), crop cultivation, receiving credit, use of loans,  
leaving home for job, and use of remittance received. The questions were asked to spouse of male household  
head or the female household head. In all the household decisions specified in the survey, about seven in ten  
women are “involved a lot” while a half of them actually made final decisions jointly with their spouse. A similar  
pattern exists in the urban and rural areas, CBS, Vol I, pp 121. 
241.   Family legislation refers to informal ways of regulating social practices. For example, women’s rights in 
relation to marriage and divorce, land and ownership registration, and inheritance are not subjected the 
national law system but regulated through the informal and oral laws of which the implementation is 
safeguarded by family members. 
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to be viewed as primary means of livelihood in almost all communities (Acharya and Bennett, 
1981; Gurung, 1999).  
 
During the open conflict period, Rukum’s population was compelled to act in line with the 
Marxist Leninist-Maoist ideology of the UCPN-M, which meant, i.a. that the UCPN-M did not 
allow social exclusion to happen that was based on socio-economic standards, caste and sex. 
“However, new forms of exclusion evolved, because the UCPN-M tried to set-off the 
relatively rich people16, the high caste, and the individuals that belonged to one of UCPN-M’s 
political opposition parties or that worked for the district government. In the post-accord 
period, the (I)NGOs have thus far been the most active change bringers for the social 
cohesion of villages in Rukum. Although, it will take the (I)NGO’s quite some time to 
contribute to an improvement of the social inclusion and sociability, the education and skill 
training programs of the (I)NGOs conducted in the community development groups, seem to 
be more durable then the sudden and forceful actions taken by the UCPN-M on this behalf. 
This is so because, within the (I)NGO initiated groups, the villagers get the time to internalize 
and make their own choices regarding the new ideas they hear about social inclusion and 
sociability. While taking note of the arguments displayed above, we can conclude that the 
inclined inclusion of women, lower caste and the poor in the community meetings, schooling 
programs, the village leadership-, political- and community development groups, is a 
combined result of the efforts of the UCPN-M, aid agencies, formal education and 
secularization.  
 
In short, besides the improvements of gender discrimination since 1985, women’s access to 
literacy, education, and decision-making roles is below that of men, regardless of caste or 
ethnicity (DFID and World Bank 2005; UNICEF 2006: 62; UNDP 2014: 19). When one does 
take account of caste, ethnicity and religion, Muslims women (of the Terai) and the high caste 
Indo-Aryan women242 (of the Terai and the hills) are less empowered than Mongoloid 
(Buddhist) women of the hill and mountainous areas.  
The paragraph below highlights the political rule of Nepal for different time periods, including 
the outbreak of the intra-state war and the strategies utilized by the warfare parties. The 
                                                      
242.  With high caste Hindu Indo-Aryans I refer to the following caste groups; Brahmin-Thakari and some  
       middle and upper level Chettri’s (Bista 2001: 62). 
Researchers Logbook  
‘Gender relations & Polygamy’  
 
With the text book knowledge and teachings on gender equality in the back of my mind I 
entered the mountainous and hill area of Nepal. Whenever I met females who were in a 
polygamy marriage situation, I felt for them.   
 
After having lived with them for some time and joining them during informal activities, 
like bathing the buffalo’s or working on the land, I made polygamy a topic of conversation. 
To my surprise one of the woman, explained how she had asked her husband to marry a 
second wife herself. This remark, tossed my preconceptions about women in a polygamy 
marriage that must suffer and feel suppressed. The female continued explaining that she 
wished to have a companion to share the agricultural and household workload with. The 
husband was known as the local drunkard, and the women not only seemed to enjoy the 
productivity each added to the household, but also the element of emotional and social 
bonding.  
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writer decided to include this part as 
understanding the cosmological order, the 
patterns of governance and connected to 
that the warfare strategies chosen, will 
deepen our understanding of the pre and 
post war situation the Nepali women were 
faced with.  
 
Political rule in different time periods
  
The geographical area that is nowadays 
known as Nepal was until the 18th century 
made up by small states, ruled by Hindu 
kings. Only the Kathmandu Valley was by 
then known as Nepal. (Upreti 2001: 35; Bista 
2001: 24, 25). From the beginning of the 10th 
century the Thakuri-Malla kings began to 
seize power in the far west. A period of about 
four years followed whereby the Malla kings, 
of the same or related clans, fought incessant 
wars, which led to a period of growth in a 
considerable part of present western Nepal 
(Upreti 2001: 36; Lecomte-Tilouine 2004: 13). 
In the fourteenth century there was a short 
period of the Sen Dynasty coming to power and removing the Mallas from their position of 
authority. Around the same time the Rajput warriors (Shah) from India also came to play a 
more important role. According to a legend the god-cum-saint Goraknath commanded the 
Rajput warrior Drabya Shaha, who reigned from 1559 till 1570, to initiate an aggressive war 
to conquer the whole Kathmandu Valley (Lecomte-Tillouine 2004). It is said that it was 
Goraknath aim to regain his respect through this war, because he was humiliated in the 
Kathmandu Valley. And thus, Goraknath supported Drabaya Shah to successfully complete 
the military task, where after the Gorkha kingdom occupied the centre of the Kathmandu 
Valley, from where Nepalese nation was to be ruled later on. The 10th king of the Gorkha 
kingdom, Prithvi Narayan Shah, completed the unification of Nepal between 1743 and 1775 
(Upreti 2001: 35, 36; Stiller 1973). In contrast, to the incessant wars of former kings of the 
kingdoms in Nepal, he waged an expansionist war. According to Lecomte-Tilouine, Prithvi 
Narayan did not intend to establish “an empire of vassal kings on the received Hindu kingship 
model, but a large centralized kingdom with no overlord but the ultimate sovereign” (2004: 
14). Y. B. Malla (2001: 290) indicates that after the unification, the Shah Kings (1743- 1845) 
granted large area of land as incentive for soldiers to invade neighboring states, and as a 
consequence they were successful in strengthening the army. The whole Shah dynasty, 
including the reign of Drabya Shah and Prithvi Narayan Shah, are outlined in figure ‘The shah 
dynasty’.  
It was not long after the unification of Nepal that the Anglo-Nepal War broke out (1814-16). 
Nepal lost parts of its territory, because of the Sugauli Treaty with the British. The Rana 
dynasty came to rule from 1846 to 1951 and was supported by the British (Upreti 2001: 35-
37). Malla describes the Rana regime as follows:  
 
The Rana regime (1846–1950) established the hereditary prime minister ship. The Ranas 
gradually confined the land grant policy to their own family members and some key officials. 
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By 1950, one-third of the country’s agricultural and forestlands had been granted to private 
individuals, and of that some three-fourths belonged to the Ranas. By the turn of the 
nineteenth century, the patron-client relationships had established deep roots in the country. 
At the national level, the rulers, nobles, and senior government officials supported each other. 
The ruler granted land […] to nobles and soldiers who in turn helped the rulers to stay in 
power. At the village level, the local functionaries depended on rulers and nobles for their 
positions, providing in return the valuable services of collecting taxes and controlling land and 
forest use. At the bottom of this system, peasant farmers provided labor required to produce 
surplus for local and national patrons, in exchange for access to lands and forests (Malla 2001: 
291).243  
 
The Ranas also started a Hinduisation campaign in 1846, which incorporated the variety of 
ethno-linguistic groups in Nepal, into a national hierarchy of castes and ethnic groups headed 
by the Chettri and Brahmins of the Gorkhali elite (Hut 2007: 13; Shrestha 1997: 7). Since the 
introduction of Hinduism, high caste groups (including the Ranas) came to control great 
wealth, and the “continuance of their position seemed to rest on an economically depressed 
Nepal” (Karan and Ishii 1996: 12). Rulers, nobles and functionaries had little inducement to 
change the -for them favorable- system, but the King and the people were dissatisfied with 
the way the Ranas ruled the country (Upreti 2001: 37). Ultimately, in 1951, the Rana regime 
was overthrown and a tripartite agreement was reached between the Ranas, the NC Party 
and the Indian Government and Royal Shah family came to rule again (Malla 2001: 291, 300). 
With the first general election in 1959 the NCP gained a majority in the parliament (Upreti 
2001: 35-37; Karan and Ishii 1996: 12). Democracy did not develop well; parliament was 
dismissed in 1960 and in 1962 King Mahendra introduced a Party-less Panchayat System 
(Hutt 2007: 16). The Panchayat system entailed the King to benefit from an enormously 
powerful position, whereby even the constitution was submissive to the King. One year after 
the introduction of the Panchayat system, the caste system was abolished.244 The Panchayat 
system failed to fulfill the aspirations of the people and left segments of the population, 
including the Communist Party of Nepal, organized widespread protests across the country 
against the suppression of the absolute monarchy (Hutt 2007: 16; Hoftun et all.1999: 115-
140).245 Accordingly, a constitutional monarchy with a multi-party system was enacted in 
1990, and after the first democratic election in 1991 eight parties won seats and took part in 
parliament (Luitel 2001; Hoftun et all. 1999: 169-185; Gyawali and Sharma 2005: 9, 10).246 
  
To provide insight in the political landscape of Nepal since the multi-party system 1990s, it is 
helpful subsume the multitude of political parties in four political streams and to explain 
something about the establishment of the Communist Party. The four political streams that 
can be identified are: the Liberal Rightist force, led by Nepali Congress (NC party); the Non-
Liberal Rightist force (also called ‘the Royalists’), led by the former Panchayat system's 
successor, the Rastra Parjatantra Party (the RPP); the Communal force, led mainly by the 
Nepal Sadvawana Party; and the Communist force, led by many parties (Luitel 2001). The 
                                                      
243.    See: http://www.foresthistory.org/Publications/eh/April2001/Malla.pdf 
244.     Asian Human Rights Appeal,  http://www.ahrchk.net/ua/mainfile.php/2004/609/, last visit 19 July 2007. 
245.   The uprisings in 1990 are called the Jana Andolan, ‘the Spring Awakening’ (Hoftun et all. 1999: 115-140). 
The Communist Party of Nepal was established in 1949. The party was splintered into a plethora of different 
factions  
during the 1960s and 1970s. Source: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Politics_of_Nepal#1996:_ Maoist_insurgency 
246.     CIA Factbook, https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/np.html The eight 
parties included the Nepal Communist Party-United Marxist Leninist (NCP-UML], the Nepali Congress (NC), the 
United People’s Front of Nepal, the Rastriya Prajatantra Party (RPP) headed by Lokendra Bahadur Chand, the 
Rastriya Prajatantra Party (RPP) headed by Surya Bahadur Thapa ed., the Nepalese Workers and Peasant Party, 
the Sadbhabhana Party and the Nepal Communist Party (Democratic) (Gyawali & Sharma 2005: 9). 
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Communist Party of Nepal, established in 1949, splintered into different factions during the 
1960s and 1970s (Gyawali and Sharma 2005: 10-12). After the Jana Andolan, the moderate 
segments formed the Communist Party of Nepal (United Marxist-Leninists), and the radical 
factions constituted the Communist Party of Nepal (United Centre). In 1994 the UCPNM (UC) 
divided again, and one sector generated the Communist Party of Nepal (Maoist), which called 
for an armed revolution in 1996.   
Why did the UCPNM come to a point where they decided to initiate a civil war? To answer 
this question it is important to understand the role of politics in the composition of 
administrative and governmental organization of the country. Since 1990, Nepal has been 
administratively divided in five regions, seventy-five districts, 3913 VDCs and fifty-eight 
municipalities (CBS, 2000).247 Ministries are represented at the district level, and in some 
cases also at the VDC levels. Locally elected bodies called the District Development 
Committees (DDCs) govern the seventy-five districts. The lowest administrative units are the 
Village District Committees (VDCs) in the rural areas and the municipalities in the urban 
areas, both are directly elected by way of adult suffrage (Upreti 2001: 37).248 Upreti (2001: 
37) describes the interaction between the administrative division and the political 
organization of Nepal as follows:   
 
The village political structure is basically a reflection of socio-cultural stratification and guided 
mainly by the social status and economic power of local elite. Socially and economically 
powerful elites are at the top of the political decision-making. Therefore, allegiance to such 
power centers is an inescapable compulsion to poor people. Given this extremely skewed 
power relationship, exercising an independent political judgment is still far from possible 
(Pandey, 1999). Despite the facts that: a democratic political system is operating in the 
country, democratically elected political parties are ruling the country and a progressive 
constitution exist in Nepal, the governing practices are still undemocratic (NFN, 1999). Most 
voters are poor, ill-informed and illiterate and therefore, money and muscle powers are the 
determining force for winning elections. Consequently, bureaucracy is becoming highly 
politicized, de-professionalized, non-responsive and increasingly corrupt (NFN, 1999; Pandey, 
1999; Shrestha, 1999; Propublic, 2000). As a result, most of the government -implemented 
development programs have failed (Propublic, 2000; Pandey, 1999). Nepotism and favoritism 
are the glaring characteristics of Nepalese politics. After 1990, political feuds and fractions 
have severely divided people (SNV, 1998; Upreti, 1998b). Consequently, an increased sense of 
ethnic isolation to establish their own identity has emerged with a defensive reaction against 
the domination of the Brahmin and Chhetri (Bista, 1991:56).  
 
In sum, Upreti -amongst many other scholars- claims that the expectations for more social 
equality were not fulfilled by the short-lived governments in the 1990s. In contrast, the 
different political parties (mainly the NC party and other pro-monarchs) governed with an 
extremely poor performance in terms of economic growth, poverty reduction, human rights, 
social security and development and no concrete actions were taken “to dismantle the 
entrenched social hierarchy” (Upreti 2001: 35 USAID 2006: v; Van Dalen & De Vries 2002: 20). 
As such it can be said that the feudalist pattern of governance, whereby the state institutions 
were geared towards the satisfaction of the interests of a minority of upper caste ruling elite, 
was never relinquished; not during the Gorkhali conquest (1768-1846), nor during the 
autocratic Rana regime (1846-1950) and also not after the overthrow of the Rana regime 
(Pyakural year unknown: 15).249   
                                                      
247.   http://www.magarstudiescenter.org/about-nepal.php 
248.   http://result.nepalelectionportal.org 
249.   See: http://journals.sfu.ca/nepal/index.php/OPSA/article/viewFile/1099/1114 
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According to the UCPNM, the continuance of power and influence of interest groups can be 
held accountable for the fact that social inequality and poverty prevails (Thapa ed. 2003: 126; 
Upreti 2007; van Dalen 2002: 24-37). Hereby, social inequality refers not only to inequalities 
in land distribution, access to healthcare and education opportunities, but also to ethnic 
division, and caste-, and gender discrimination (Gersony 2003; Do and Iyer 2007: 6, 7; Upreti 
2007).250 The UCPNM has been accused of playing upon people’s disillusionment in the 
government, to sustain their own cause (USAID 2006: v; Van Dalen & De Vries 2002: 19). The 
vision of the UCPNM, “to free humanity from the yoke of class exploitation”, is said to provide 
an alternative identity and symbolic recognition to disaffected lower castes and women 
(Gyawali and Sharma 2005:11; Sharma 2007: 7).   
 
Revolutionary Ideology and Strategies   
 
“The guerrillas must move amongst the people as a fish swims in the sea” -Mao Zedong- 
 
The Communist Party was funded in Nepal in 1949, and in the years after the initiation Mao 
Zedong and the Great Proletarian Cultural Revolution had a big impact on the younger 
generation of communists in Nepal.  On their website the UCPNM explains the foundation of 
their party as follows:   
 
Our Movement was founded on the basis of the Declaration of the Revolutionary 
Internationalist Movement [RIM] adopted by the Second Conference of Marxist-Leninist 
Parties and Organizations in 1984. The Declaration upholds the proletarian revolutionary 
ideology and on that basis in the main it correctly addresses the tasks of the revolutionary 
communists in different countries and on a world scale, the history of the international 
communist movement, and a number of other vital questions.251  
 
Two years after the 1984 RIM Declaration, the leaders of the Communist Party (i.e. M.B. Singh 
and Nirmal Lama) consolidated their internal struggles about ideology and funded Marxist-
Leninism-Maoism (MLM) (Thapa ed. 2003: 183). With the MLM ideology the Communist 
Party referred to Karl Marx who stressed that “the working class would have to go through 
15, 20, 50 years of civil war, not only to crush the enemy but also to transform itself, to make 
itself fit to exercise new power” (Thapa ed. 2003: 198).  
 
Mao Zedong’s thoughts were also followed by the UCPNM to determine concrete strategies 
for the initiation of the armed revolution. These consider, in the first place, the development 
of a party (which maintains and improves the ideology, and formulates policies and strategies 
related to the civil war). Secondly, Mao stresses the importance of the establishment of a 
people’s army responsible for elimination of enemies and for securing the areas under 
control of the communist party. Thirdly, so he said; one needs to form a united front and 
cooperate with international kindred forces (Upreti 2007: 2, 3). The threefold strategy of the 
UCPNM generated the composition of an organizational structure in three main sections; the 
party, the people’s army and the united front (see table 7). The main aim of the 
organizational structure was to overthrow the formal authority structures and non-formal 
institutions that foster the social inequality, and subsequently to establish UCPNM 
                                                      
250.   Also see: Sengupta, Somini (2005) ‘Where Maoists still matter.’ The New York Times p. 30 October 
251.    http://UCPNMm.org/new/RIM/rim/llmlm.htm 
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institutions which ensured the party to accrue authority on all levels of society.   
 
The war was fought according to six plans and a preparation phrase.252 In the Mid-Western 
area (including Rukum and Rolpa) the revolutionary forces started their activities long before 
1996. As such the Communist Party progressed in Rolpa district since the 1950s, under the 
leadership of Moham Bikram Singh. And Gersony indicated that “by the 1980s [Rukum and 
Rolpa] where solidly anti-government and many were convinced that only violent opposition 
would lead to solutions to their problems” (Gersony 2003: 25; Thapa eds. 2003: 8). A lot of 
people joined the YCL, the revolutionary women groups (All Nepal Women’s Association 
Revolutionary, ANWA-R)253 or the student wing of the Communist Party (the All Nepal 
National Free Student Union Revolutionary ANNFSU-R).254  
 
In the Mid-Western region, the tensions between the Samyukta Jana Morcha (United 
Peoples-Front-UPF), a Communist Party from which the UCPNM later emerged, and the 
governing pro-monarch NC Party escalated in violence between 1993 and 1995. In 1994, the 
UCPNM boycotted the parliamentary elections at the national level. By that time, in Rukum 
and Rolpa, the UCPNM physically tortured and killed NC members and political activists. 
During the phases that followed, the UNCPM radicalized the peasantry, merged the YCL into 
the guerrilla squads, and ensured full control over the local population while extending its 











The support of the 
Maoist forces has 
                                                      
252.    http://www.UCPNMm.org/worker/issue3/oneyear_pw.htm 
253.    A pro-Maoist source indicated during an interview held in December 2007 in Pulpa VDC, Rukum that  
“if you were to include all the women taking part in the ANWA-Revolutionary during the war; the number  
is about 25.000 for Nepal as a whole (with the estimation she included the women taking part in the PLA, the 
ANWA and women participants any of the other UCPNM groups).  
254  The membership of the ANNFSU-R comprises students from school to the university level. The general success 
in all the strikes called by ANNISU-R, especially in the educational institutions, (at present it is also one of the key 
student organization in the anti-King agitation) shows the strong hold of the organization. According to a report 
of June 2003, the ANNISU-R comprises approximately 400,000 members. The ANNFSU was declared illegal by the 
Government in 2002. Sources: OHCHR (2006), Report of investigation into arbitrary detention, torture and 
disappearances at Maharajgunj RNA barracks, Kathmandu, in 2003–2004     
May 2006, pp. 47. And; http://satp.org/satporgtp/countries/nepal/terroristoutfits/index.html  
 UCPN-M base areas 
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grown massively after the police campaign ‘Operation Romeo’, which was enacted in 1994 
by the Nepali Congress government with the intend to rule out both the support of villagers 
for the UCPNM party and to suppress the UCPNM leaders in Rolpa and Rukum districts 
(Onesto 2003: 154-157; Gersony 2003: 38). The Institute for Conflict Management in New 
Delhi reports about the 2001-2003 period that “the guerrillas operated in varying degrees in 
68 of the 75 districts of Nepal […] In the Mid-Western region, government presence was 
limited to the district headquarter, with the rest of district under Maoist control”.   
 
The Informal Sector Service Center (INSEC) Human Rights Yearbook for 1995 reported that 
6,000 people left their villages and 132 persons were arrested without warrants. 
In terms of international incident for the launch of the Nepal’s civil war, the Maoist umbrella 
organization called Revolutionary Internationalist Movement (RIM) has served as an 
international platform for the UCPNM to exchange political and ideological views (Gyawali 
and Sharma 2005: 13). The UCPNM leaders, Prachanda and Baburam Bhattarai, stress that 
the ideological and political cross-fertilization of ideas and experiences of other members of 
RIM, especially with Shining Path in Peru and the so called ‘Naxalites’ or Indian Maoists, has 
been important in the development of the UCPNM ideology and strategies (Onesto 2000; 
Thapa ed. 2003: 43-48).255 In fact, both Nepalese communist leaders as well as congress 
leaders were active participants of the independence movement against the British colonial 
rule in India (Upreti 2007: 1; Thapa ed. 2003).   
On 4th of February 1996, UPF (the -then- political wing of the Maoist Party) submitted a 40-
point demand to the Nepali Congress government.256  The demands were related to actions 
that need to be taken “to reinforce Nepal’s nationalism in its relations with India and other 
countries; introduce a new political system that would guarantee the rights and 
empowerment of all, including the ‘downtrodden’ and ‘backward’; end corruption; and 
achieve economic and social uplift of the rural poor through land reform and practices such 
as fixed prices for fertilizers and minimum wages for workers (UNICEF 2006: 14)”. 
Furthermore, one of the main requirements was the abolishment of all the special rights and 
privileges of the King and his family, and the placing of the army, the police and the 
bureaucracy under the ‘control’ of the people (Luitel 2001; Thapa ed. 2003). The UCPNM left 
the government 15 days to react upon their claims.   
The government did not take the demands serious and subsequently the Maoists initiated 
the civil war on 13th February 1996, attacking police posts in Holeri (Rolpa) and Thibsikot 
(Rukum) (Upreti 2007: 2; Sharma 2003: 371). The UCPNM targeted their violence towards 
‘class enemies and feudals’. In this category they include NC and UCPNM-UML party 
members, spies, the security forces (the RNA, the PF and the APF).257 They claim that they do 
not punished individuals because of their political ideology, but only exploiters, spies and 
enemies of  ‘the people’.258 There are always controversies as to whether victims were 
actually exploiters or enemies of ‘people’ or just political opponents. In some events the 
Maoists have accepted that they made mistakes against innocent people.   
In the first years, the civil war was limited to the main operational zones in the mid and far 
                                                      
255    Onesto, L. ‘Red Flag Flying on the Roof of the World, Inside the Revolution in Nepal: Interview with 
Comrade Prachanda, February 20 (2000). Published on the e-magazine Revolution, see 
http://rwor.org/a/v21/1040-049/1043/interv.htm. 
256.    See: http://www.humanrights.de/doc_en/archiv/n/nepal/politics/130299_40demands_Maoist.htm 
257.   The Armed Police Force was established by the government in January 2001, as to strengthen their attempt 
to control the People’s Liberation Army of the UCPNM (Luitel 2001). 
258.   With the term ‘the people’ the UCPNM refers to ordinary citizens, the non-exploiters and non-political   
opponents.  
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western regions and did not draw scant national and international attention. Later on the 
insurgency covered the entire country (Sharma 2007: 4, 5). It took the police two years to 
come with a counter-insurgency campaign (Operation Kilo Sierra II). The army was mobilized 
only after the royal massacre of 2001, the collapse of the first rounds of peace talks in 
November 2001 and connected to that the UCPNM setback whereby several police and army 
barracks were attacked.  
  
The royal massacre refers to a cruel event whereby the (drunken) crown prince Dipendra 
massacred ten members of the royal family, including King Birendra and Queen Aishwarya, 
and committed a failed suicide attempt.259 He died three days later, on 4 June 2001, and the 
only surviving brother of King Gyanendra ascended the throne (Lecomte-Tilouine 2004: 13). 
Accordingly, a cease-fire was initiated and most civil rights were suspended (Sharma 2007: 
4).11 Rights after these tragic events in Nepal, the world fell silent because of September 2001 
and the terrorist attack on the World Trade Centre and the Pentagon, USA. Upreti highlights 
that US government “took [a] very inappropriate approach towards the Maoist insurgency; 
comparing Maoists with Al Quada260 and providing military, political, intelligent and 
economic supports to crash them” (Upreti 2007: 9). King Gyanendra reacted to the American 
pressure by issuing the Terrorist and Destructive Activities Control a Punishment Act, and the 
government dubbed the UCPNM a terrorist organization (Sharma 2007: 4).261 The American 
financial and intelligence advice given to the military forces (the RNA) of Nepal, aroused 
anger among the UCPNM section and the relationship between the UCPNM and the US 
deteriorated (Upreti 2007). 
Talking about international influences, right after the Royal Massacre the UCPNM became a 
member of the Coordination Committee of Maoist Parties and Organizations of South Asia 
(CCOMPOSA). The CCOMPOSA was created in July 2001 after a meeting with nine South Asian 
Maoist parties in West Bengal (Marks 2003: 8). The other South Asian communist parties 
became enthusiastic about the success of the Maoists in Nepal and with the CCOMPOSA they 
hoped to expand the revolution in the South Asian region (Sharma 2003; Upreti 2007). 262 
The last important shift in the approach of the UCPNM in 2001 concerns their view on the 
monarchy. While the UCPNM required in the 40-point demands of 1996 that the privileges 
of the royal family should be relinquished, after the death of the King Birendra and his family 
they started to argue for the birth of a republic (Luitel 2001). The Senior Standing Committee 
Member of the Politburo of the UCPNM, Babu Ram Bhattarai stated the following;  
 
Not only did this incident [the Royal Massacre] destroy the entire dynasty of Birendra Bir 
Bikram Shah Dev, it also unexpectedly gave birth to a republic in this country […] There is no 
point in carrying on with a system that has outlived its purpose. What has been proved is that 
it was not Dipendra who committed this act but the reactionaries, expansionists, fascists and 
                                                      
259.    https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/np.html 
According to the official report, the crown prince shut himself. There are also rumours about palace guards how  
shot the crown prince, and about UCPNM members being responsible for the royal massacre. 
260.   The US Ambassador said, ‘the Maoists are terrorists, under the guise of Maoism or the so called people's 
war, they are fundamentally the same as terrorists elsewhere, be they members of the Shining Path, Abu Sayaf, 
the Khmer Rouge, or Al Qaeda (The Kathmandu Post, 26 February 2002). 
261.   Karl-Heinz Kramer 2003: Equality and Participation; Precondition for Ways out of Crisis. Paper presented at 
the conference on the Agend aof Transformation: Inclusion in Nepali Democracy at Kathmandu.   
262.   Sharma, S. (2003), The Maoist Movement: An Evolutionary perspective. In: Thapa ed., D (ed.), 
Understanding the Maoist Movement in Nepal. Kathmandu: Martin Chautari. Pp. 362-380. 
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imperialists. All this proves that anyone crowned king will only be a puppet in their hands.263
  
Additionally, Bhattarai accused King Gyanendra of organizing the royal massacre and asked 
all nationalist Nepalis to support the establishment of a republic (Luitel 2001). Hence, it can 
be said that in 2001 the UCPNM changed their views and called for an overthrow of the 
constitutional monarchy, in favor of the establishment of a republic. Paragraph 2.2.2.1 
expounds more details about the development of ideology (MLM-P) and strategy of the 
UCPNM (Thapa ed. 2003: 220).264    
 
Several factors intensified the conflict and helped the UCPNM to extent their sphere of 
influence; the operations of the police265, the Internal Security and Development Program, 
Unified Command266, the declaration of the State of Emergency on the 26th of November 
2001, the US government declaring the UCPNM a terrorist organization and the king initiating 
the ‘Terrorist Control Act’, the King dissolving the Parliament and directly interfering in the 
conflict since October 2002, and finally the King sacking the government and taking direct 
autocratic control in February 2005 (Sharma 2007: 10; Upreti 2007: 3). It has particularly been 
since the State of Emergency in 2001, that the fighting between the RNA and the People’s 
Liberation Army (the Maoist military wing) took a highway. Figure “Number of war related 
death” shows the increase in the number of war-related deaths, since 2001.    
In response to the King’s action in February 2005, the main political parties -named the Seven 
Party Alliance (SPA)-, and the Maoists declared a pro-democratic movement against 
autocratic rule of Gyanendra (Sharma 2007). And on 22 November 2005 a twelve-point 
agreement was signed between the SPA the UCPNM in New Delhi, India (Dahal and Bhatta 
2008: 3). Additionally, from 6 to 24 April 2006 the SPA (with the non-violent support of the 
UCPNM) organized the demonstration ‘Jana Andolan II’ totaling hundreds of thousands of 
Nepalese citizens, all over the country. The repressive and brutal approach of the king, with 
the RNA, and the civil and armed police using fire baton, tear gas and guns and killing people, 
enhanced the support of the civilians for the pro-democratic demonstrations and rallies 
(Upreti 2006: 16).    
 
 
                                                      
263.   Baburam Bhattarai (1998), 'Politico-economic Rationale of People's War in Nepal', Utprerak Publications 
Kathmandu Newspaper article: ‘Let’s Give No Legitimacy to the Beneficiaries of the New Kot Massacre’, written  
by Bhattarai and published at http://www.monthlyreview.org/0601letter.htm  
264.  UCPNM Chairman Prachanda extended the MLM ideology in 2001 with the ‘Prachanda Path’, which made 
MLM better applicable to the Nepalese situation. Excerpted from A World to Win, no. 27, 2001. Interview taken 
on 28 May 2001. In: Deepak Thapa ed. (2003), Understanding the Maoist Movement of Nepal, Kathmandu: Centre 
for Social Research and Development, pp. 182-185. 
265.  Romeo Operation, Kilo Sera-2 and Jungle Search Operations (1998-99), Silent Kilo Sera-3, Delta and  
Chakrabihuya Operations (2000-May 2001). 




Source: UNICEF 2006: 15 and www.insec.org.np 
 
The king was basically left with no other option then to relinquish his role as head of 
government and returned power to the people. And so he did on 24 April 2006; with 
reinstating the political parties and the dissolved House of Representative (of 2002). At 28 
April 2006, the RNA was placed under civilian control and the name of the army was changed 
from Royal Nepalese Army to Nepalese Army (Hutt 2007: 18, 19). At the same time, the Peace 
Process was set in motion, which led to the signing of the CPAs267 by the Seven Party Alliance, 
the Monarchy and the UCPN-Maoists on 21 November 2006 (Hutt 2007). Accordingly, the 
Agreement on the Monitoring of the Management of Arms and Armies, AMMAA were signed 
at 8 December 2006. The International Crisis Group reported on the peace process in the 
following way “[King] Gyanendra accepted popular sovereignty […] and invited the 
mainstream Seven-Party Alliance to implement its roadmap -including election of a 
constituent assembly to rewrite the constitution in line with the parties’ five-month-old 
agreement with the Maoists.268   
In line with the AMMAA, the weapons of the UCPNM were placed under custody of the 
United Nations. Furthermore, it was argued upon that the combatants of the People’s 
Liberation Army had to sign up for the cantonment sides, managed by the UN. The Nepalese 
Army was obliged to stay in their barracks and store an equivalent number of weapons under 
24-hour UN-monitoring. 269 Nonetheless, in December 2006 the UCPNM re-established the 
Youth Communist League, a youth wing of the party that was active in the initial preparation 
of the war in the beginnings of the 1990s. The Chairman of the YCL, Ganeshman Pun, stated 
that the UCPNM’s central committee meeting, as a militant wing of the party, which can be 
put the World Food Plan provided rice now and then to action in case the peace process fails, 
                                                      
267.   The full text of the Comprehensive Peace Accords can be found under this link: http://swiss 
nepal.ch/uploads/news/061121_SPA_Maoist_agreement.pdf 
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reactivated the League in November 2006.270  According to him, the YCL "is a fusion of the 
Party’s military and political character, and it is composed of PLA members who have an 
interest in politics (Skar 2008: 6)”.271 A report of the United Nations OHCHR in Nepal outlines 
that:  
 
many of the 45-member YCL Central Committee appointed in early February are former 
People’s Liberation Army (PLA) commanders and commissars who left the PLA and 
transferred to the YCL rather than assembling in the PLA cantonment sites subsequently set 
up as part of the peace agreement. In addition, YCL leaders at regional and district levels also 
include former PLA commanders or militia members (OHCHR 2007: 2).  
 
Moreover, the OHCHR report indicated that the YCL is utilized as a recruitment and law-
enforcement organ of the UCPNM, and that since November 2006 the YCL committed abuses 
related to the rights to freedom of opinion, assembly and association as well as the rights to 
personal liberty, security and physical integrity (i.e. intimidation, extortion, looting, 
abduction attacks on members and cadres of other political parties) (OHCHR 2007: 1-4).272 
  
In January 2007, the UCPNM joined the interim government. Shortly after, the UN 
established a special political mission in Nepal (UNMIN), which -on request of the SPA and 
the UCPNM- made supported the peace process with technical assistance. In line with the 
CPAs, the weapons of the UCPNM were placed under custody of the United Nations. Besides 
assisting the preparations for the elections planned for June 2007, the UNMIN monitors “arm 
management and armed personnel of the Nepal Army and former Maoist combatants as well 
as the ceasefire agreement”.  Fout! Bladwijzer niet gedefinieerd. In the end the elections for 
the Constituent Assembly of June 2007 were postponed, and the UCPNM decided to quit the 
interim government. They blamed the SPA of not listening to their demands for immediate 
eradication of the monarchy and the introduction of a more proportional election system. 
Accordingly, in September 2007 the UCPNM resigned from Government and the elections 
planned for November 2007 were called off. Once a revised election system273 was proposed 
in December 2007, the UCPNM confirmed to again join the interim government. Finally, at 
10 April 2008, the elections for the Constituent Assembly274 took place and -even to their 
own surprise- the UCPNM won 220 out of 575 elected seats, the NC party won with 110 seats 
and the UCPNM-UML 103 seats (Dahal and Bhatta 2008: 9).275 On 28 May 2008 the first 
meeting of the Constituent Assembly endorsed a proposal, handed in by the government, 
which called for a federal democratic republic.276 Subsequently, the 240 years old monarchy 
ended and the Republic of Nepal was established. The King and his family got 15 days from 
the Constituent Assembly to leave the palace and all their other privileges were lifted. As if 
this was not yet enough change; on 18 August 2008, Maoist leader Prachanda (Pushpa Kumar 
                                                      
270.    This meeting was held from 12 -20 December 2006, in Bhaktapur (International Crisis Group, Asia Report 
nr. 132, pp. 23). 
271.    http://satp.org/satporgtp/countries/nepal/terroristoutfits/YCL.html 
272.    http://www.satp.org/satporgtp/countries/nepal/index.html 
273.   The Constituent Assembly was in the end selected according to a ‘mixed’ system. The First Past The Post 
system is used to elect 240 members of the Constituent Assembly and a Proportional Representation system is 
used to elect the other 335 directly elected members. For more information, see: 
http://www.nepalelectionportal.org/EN/elections-in-nepal/electoral-system.php 
274.    The CA is an ambitious undertaking, with 601-members: 240 elected through first-past-the-post, 335 
elected in proportion to the popular votes garnered by the parties and the remaining 26 nominated by the 
cabinet (Dahal and Bhatta 2008: 9).  
275.    Source: http://result.nepalelectionportal.org/ 
276.    http://www.nepalnews.com/archive/2008/may/may28/news18.php 
392 
Dahal) took the oath of secrecy in the name of the people and became the Prime Minister.277  
Since the beginning of the open conflict period until 31 December 2006 (1 month after the 
signing of the CPAs) there have been 13,347 deadly victims, 8377 caused by the state (the 
PF, the APF and the RNA) and 4970 caused by violence of the UCPNM.278 Four months before 
the signing of the CPAs, the relief based organization Caritas indicated that that conflict 
caused 235,000 people to leave their hometowns and villages.279 In relation to the other 74 
districts, Rukum has the highest number of deadly victims namely 704. A research conducted 
by the World Food Program and the Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs 
outlines 904 human casualties for May 2007.280 This illustrates two things; first of all, that 
there are different human casualties’ numbers circulating.281 And secondly, that the direct 
violence did not stop after the signing of the CPAs. Although there are no longer two armies 
(the PLA and RNA) fighting each other, multiple incidents are known whereby people are 
polished off on an individual base.282 After November 2006 more incidences of killing were 
reported from the non-state actors than from state actors. In 2007 37 people were killed by 
the state and 514 in the hands of none state actors (including the UCPNM, JTMM (G), JTMM 
(J), Madhesi Tigers, Madhesi Janadhikar Forum) (INSEC 2008: 3). The OHCHR reports of the 
newly recruited YCL members who receive military training and are taught about the MLM-
P ideology. Furthermore, the OHCHR outlines that the YCL is presently involved in “abuses of 
the right to life (killing and deaths of abducted individuals), liberty and security (abductions), 
and physical integrity (ill-treatment and torture)” (OHCHR 2007: 3). Especially after the 
withdrawal of government in September 2007, the UCPNM increased its activities, like 
enforcing the parallel institutions, including people’s courts and pre-school learning 
programs (unocha 2008: 6).  
 
About the implementation of the CPAs, a summary of the Human Rights Report 2007 of INSEC 
reports about the following:    
 
During this period, both the state and the Maoists undermine the agreement they signed by 
not making the whereabouts public of the people disappeared at their hands while both failed 
to maintain peace and good governance. Maoists simply ignored the notion of rule of law 
while the government, instead of making it compel to abide by the rules, encouraged it in a 
way by ensuring impunity to some persons guilty of violation (INSEC 2008: 10).  
 
The impunity of human rights abuses performed by state actors (i.e. the security forces) 
during and after the signing of the CPAs, has instigated frustration and resentment amongst 
the Nepalese population and especially among UCPNM members and affiliates.283 Cases that 
are brought to trial are conducted secretly by military authorities without the involvement 
of public or private prosecutors.284 A second post-accord challenge is the badly needed 
                                                      
277.   http://www.nepalnews.com/archive/2008/aug/aug18/news09.php 
278.   Source: http://www.inseconline.org/hrvdata/Total_Killings.pdf 
279.   August 2006, Caritas indicates that the number of IDP’s lays somewhere between 212,985 and 272, 600. In 
this  number they only included the IDP’s based in the district headquarters. In March 2006, UNOCHA highlights  
that there are still 35,000 to 50,000 people that did not return to their hometown of village. Source:  
http://www.internal 
displacement.org/idmc/website/countries.nsf/(httpEnvelopes)/1949E98C81942B55C12571 
FE004D8821? OpenDocument and UNOCHA 2008: 3. 
280.   Booklet of the WFP and UNOCHA ‘Impact of Conflict and Priorities for Assistance’, August 2007, p.12. 
281.   In an informal conversation, OHCHR & UNOCHA personnel indicated to doubt the accuracy of the INSEC  
human rights violation data  
282.   Source : http://www.inseconline.org/ 
283.   http://nepal.ohchr.org/en/resources/Documents/English/reports/HCR/CPA%20Report.pdf 
284.   http://www.um.dk/NR/rdonlyres/4C1DD4BF-E6CE-4DC6-8134-3B6C6FB5DE73/0/Prasai.doc 
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reform of the security sector, which is matter of the Republic and the Constituent Assemble. 
In the years following the CPA, the security management process developed apace. An 
Agreement for the Monitoring of the Management of Arms and Armies (AMMAA) was signed 
immediately afterwards, it provided the basis for a UN Security Council mandated mission to 
monitor the management of arms and armed personnel. A Berghof Foundation paper 
entitled “Assessing Inclusivity in the Postwar Army Integration Process in Nepal” mentioned 
The Nepalese Army and the Maoist combatants were respectively confined to their barracks 
and cantonments. As envisaged by the AMMAA, cantonment and initial registration of Maoist 
combatants’ weaponry took place in February 2007. The United Nations Mission in Nepal’s 
(UNMIN) inspection teams had registered 30,852 fighters and 3,428 weapons spread across 
28 cantonment sites. During this process, UNMIN verified only 19,602 of them as combatants 
and 4,008 individuals were verified as being under age or having joined the Maoist Army after 
the ceasefire began. In accordance with the AMMAA, these individuals were not eligible for 
inclusion in the Maoist Army and were not permitted to remain in the cantonments. They 
were thus discharged from cantonments in early 2010 (2014: 5-7).   
 
After years of discussion regarding the fate of Maoist combatants “the situation of having 
two armies in one country finally came to an end in 2013. However, there is no clear 
mechanism to observe and monitor the ex-combatants after providing them with voluntary 
retirement packages” (Bogati 2014:1). The same research quoted above reports that the cash 
settlements offered to demobilized combatants entailed no further training or livelihoods 
support. Since they had no idea how to manage their cash settlements, many ex-combatants 
spent them frivolously on alcohol and prostitutes. Others spent their settlement on mobile 
phones, motorcycles, land, and on providing cash support to their parents. This left many 
former combatants struggling to earn a living, particularly in the absence of marketable skills 
and economic opportunities. Approximately 40 percent of the combatants used their money 
to go abroad to work as laborers predominantly to India, the Gulf countries and other 
countries in East Asia (Nepal 2015). With over 15,000 trained and ideologically influenced 
combatants opting to retire, there is fear of a growing number of new armed ethno-political 
and criminal groups, who may be eager to recruit militarily trained and politically aware 




Stages of mobilization and demobilization 
 
Stages of mobilization and demobilization 
 
Stages of mobilization and demobilization 
 
Stages of mobilization and demobilization 
 
Stages of mobilization and demobilization 
 
Stages of mobilization and demobilization 
 
Stages of mobilization and demobilization 
 
394 
To cut things short in terms of political turmoil and developments after 2007 let me mark 
some highlights; in 2008 the Former Maoist rebels win elections to the new Constituent 
Assembly (CA). In 2008 May, Nepal becomes a republic, with from 2008 – 2012 the Maoist 
leader Prachand & Madhav Kumar & Bhattari in government. In 2014 February - Sushil 
Koirala, the leader of the Nepali Congress, the country's largest political party, is elected as 
prime minister after securing parliamentary support. In 2015 February – the government set 
up two commissions to investigate war crimes committed during the decade-long Maoist 
insurgency. In 2015 February – the police fires teargas and water cannons at thousands of 
opposition supporters protesting plans for a parliamentary vote on a disputed new national 
constitution (no agreed upon constitution). In 2015 April and May, two massive earthquakes 
that struck Nepal killing thousands and causing huge destruction. Nearly 9,000 people were 
killed over 22,000 injured, and hundreds of thousands have fled their homes, many of whom 
still living in temporary shelters.  
Although the humanitarian situation has improved over the past months, providing those 
affected with shelter, water, sanitation, food and livelihoods support remains paramount. In 
October 2015, 530,000 people were still acutely food insecure, while 81,000 families living in 
high altitude areas need durable shelter and winterization kits.285 While international rescue 
and relief effort responded to support the affected population. It is said that the political 
turmoil after 1996, caused Nepal to be badly prepared for a natural disaster.  
 
  
                                                      
285.  https://www.oxfam.org/en/emergencies/nepal-earthquake and Disaster Risk Reduction Portal of the 
Ministry of     
Home Affairs. 
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APPENDIX XII ‘Rukum District Profile’  
 
This appendix focusses on the Rukum district of Nepal; the place where the first data set was 
gathered in 2007/2008. I describe the natural features of the research location and its 
development services, economic opportunities, and some other characteristics.  
 
The research location is a district called Rukum, which is located in the Mid-Western hills of 
Nepal, and covers an area of 2,877 square kilometers.286  Part of the district lies in the 
Midlands (300-2000 meter in altitude), and the northeastern and western part is located in 
the Fore Himalaya (2000-5000 m) or High Himalaya (> 5000 meters).287 The highest mountain 
peak achieves a maximum altitude of almost 6,900 meters and lays in the northeastern VDC 
called Ranmaikot (Gersony 2003: 7). The Rukum district is characterized by steeply sloped 
land with valleys, and a lot of forest. The mountainous parts of Rukum are “mostly steep, 





                                                      
286.    The Mid-Western Development Region is one of the five development regions (the others are: the far-
western region, the western region, the central region and the Eastern Region). The Mid-Western region 
comprises 15 districts including Rukum. 
287 . Source: http://www.ranjan.net.np/geologyofnepal.htm 
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People’s main occupation is raising livestock. Subsistence cultivation is practiced, and only 
one crop per year, or three crops in two years is possible” (FAO 2007: 8-10). In the hill area 
of Rukum millet, rice, wheat, maize, potatoes, and several vegetables can be grown, and near 
the riverside two harvests a year are possible. On the Human Poverty Index, Rukum, which 
borders the mid-western hills and mountains, is the region highest on the Poverty Index 
compared to other areas in Nepal (GoN/UNDP 2014: 21,22). The Human Poverty Index 
reflects the lack of opportunities and choices. The high levels of poverty in the Mid-Western 
mountains and hills reflect a deprivation in health, education, sanitation and a food shortage 
(GoN/UNDP 2014: 22). The food deficit in Rukum is mainly due to the mountainous terrain 
and to the fact that there is limited or no road infrastructure, and that markets are almost 
non-existent. The food deficit is worse in the mountainous than in the hill area of Rukum. 
 
 
Source: http://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/en/c/c9/Nepal_rukum_expanded.png  
Besides agricultural production, there are not many income-generating opportunities in the 
Rukum district. Individuals become teachers or search for job opportunities outside the local 
village, for example joining the Nepalese or Indian Army, the Police Force or the Armed Police 
Force. There is an ever-growing percentage of the boys and men who go abroad to find a job 
as a security guard, a porter, or as construction workers in Saudi Arabia or India. Industry has 
not developed in Rukum (De Sales 2003: 342).288   
 
To provide a more in-depth view on the features of the Rukum district and on the facilities 
available, one should note that until 2003 no road facilities were available. The district could 
only be reached by air travel; little planes flew from Nepalgunj or Kathmandu to Chaurjahari 
or to Salle, which is the more recently constructed airport near Rukum’s capital (see photo 
of the airport Salle in at the opening of this paragraph “Rukum District”). In May 2003, the 
Nepalese Army completed the first drivable road that connects Musikot -Rukum’s capital- 
                                                      
288.    Additional source: during my research period I also witnessed that industrial development did not take 
place in Rukum.  
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with an existing road in the neighboring district Salyan (Gersony 2003: 7, 15). The rest of the 
small hamlets in Rukum are solely reachable by treacherous footpaths. The poor road system 
of Rukum, and the resulting isolation of the villages from the rest of the world, made the area 
perfect ground for guerrilla training camps and guerrilla warfare.289 Since the German 
Technical Cooperation started to work on the road facilities in the Rukum district in 2004290, 
the quality of some foot paths have been improved and are now also suitable as horse or 
donkey trails.  
With regards to other infrastructural services, most villages lacked -or had limited- electricity, 
telephone or radio communication facilities. From 2006 onwards solar and hydro energy are 
increasingly made use of to generate electricity locally, but the quality is erratic.  Rukum’s 
capital (Musikot) has a telephone tower, but the villages outside the district headquarters 
are mostly missing a telephone line. Villagers often have to walk for hours or even days to be 
able to make a phone call. The poor quality of infrastructural development in Rukum also 
affects the healthcare system. For hilly and mountainous areas in general, health care 
services are not adequate enough to secure the health of Rukum’s population. In 1992 a 
district hospital was set up by the Evangelical Alliance of Nepal (TEAM) in Chaurjahari, which 
lies nears Rukum’s border with Salyan and Jajarkot. During the open conflict period, 
Médecins Sans Frontières (MSF) France ran health care centers in Rukumkot and Arviskot, 
and established a district hospital in Salle, near the airport in the district headquarter, 
Khalanga.291 After the signing of the peace accords, MSF withdrew their staff from the region, 
but the district hospital in Salle is still in place. Poor hygienic circumstances make water-
related diseases of high incidence, and with the district hospital only reachable by foot, the 
mortality rate is higher from simple diseases like diarrhea (dehydration), bronchitis and long 
infections. Some villages have a government health post, but there is a shortage of medicines 
and qualified medical personnel. The number of private medical shops is rising, which gives 
villagers faster access to medicines. However, the medicines can be of poor quality, and with 
no medical diagnosis and knowledge of which medicines to apply and when it is questionable 
whether the medical services of private medical shops can be referred to as being an 
improvement to the health care situation in Rukum.  
 
In terms of population features, Rukum’s population numbers 208,567, with 99,159 males 
and 109,408 females (GoN/UNDP 2014: 92). The life expectancy is 68,39 years and 50,8 
percent of the population is literate (GoN/UNDP 2014: 92). This is a major improvement 
considering that in 1954 only 5,3 percent of the Nepalese population (read urban male 
population) was literate (CBS 1952/54).  The governmental policies of the 1950s, and later 
(I)NGO programs, placed emphasis on the importance of educational development within 
the country (Graner 2003). During the last two decades, special attention has been paid to 
the inclusion of lower caste and poor children, as well as to the inclusion of girls. Nowadays, 
most girls received primary education in the Rukum district. It is less common, but still 
happens regularly, that when the girls got married (mainly between 13-18 years) or became 
mothers (mainly between 14-18 years) they stopped school and started working for the 
family of their husband, and had to take care of the children. Apart from the achievements 
                                                      
289.   In isolated communities, it is easier to manipulate the local population to support the guerrilla forces   
and to act in line with the rules outlined by these forces. Mao Zedong mentioned that “the guerrilla has to be 
like fish in the water”. He referred to the terrain where guerrilla war is going on, and meant that the guerrillas 
ought to know their territory really well, better than the other warring factions. Also, mountainous terrain 
without proper infrastructural facilities make it difficult for a large-scale army to mobilize itself effectively, but it 
provides military advantages for highly mobile squads of guerilla forces. 
290.    http://www.gtz.de/en/aktuell/20544.htm 
291.    http://www.doctorswithoutborders.org/publications/ar/report.cfm?id=2943 
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for school attendance and literacy rates, Rukum ranks lowest -compared to the rest of Nepal- 
on the Human Development Index of the UNDP (UNDP 2011: 13,14). See table and image 
below: Jajarkot, Rukum Rolpa & the Mid-Western mountains & Mid-Western hills, indicate 
the area where the researcher did fieldwork (GoN/UNDP 2014: 13 – 17).  
 
In reference to the last point made, there is a general sense of frustration among the local 
population of Rukum about the district and national government not fulfilling its 
developmental promises. Rukum has some strong connections with the Royal family (the 
Palace) based in Kathmandu292. Gersony reports, that regardless of the unification of the sixty 
disparate kingdoms in the 18th century and the related decrease in influence of previous royal 
families “in Western Rukum three families, the descendants from Jumla and Jajarkot 
kingdoms to its east, mainly members of the Thakuri caste, retained vigor and influential 
contacts” (2003: 15). Nonetheless, it is argued that the powerful connections with the Palace 
were merely used to attain a position in the district level government, or in the national 
Panchyacat, and indirectly (through the attained position) to jockey for individual influence 
and financial advantages (Gersony 2003: 16). As such, the influential families of western 
Rukum persuaded the Palace in the beginning of the 1970s to transfer the capital from 
Rukumkot (currently in the middle of the physical borders of the Rukum district) to Musikot 
(Western Rukum). The Tibeto-Burmese Magars293 from eastern Rukum were isolated, 
because until this point Rukumkot (in the Western part of the district) had functioned as the 
main trading post for the eastern communities. For them the transfer of the capital meant 
the loss of employment opportunities, and commercial sales of fruit were lost to the Chettri 
residents of Rukumkot. The Magars from eastern Rukum, together with some Rukumkot 
residents, mobilized themselves to face the residents of Musikot, but the police and Musikot 
residents fired and threw stones at the crowd, after which they retreated (2003: 17). Some 
argue that the negative perceptions of the western (royal) families and the eastern Magar 
community deepened because of this incident.  Gersony stresses that the transfer of the 
capital fed the anti-monarchism of Eastern Rukum, with the consequence that the Eastern 
Magar communities became an easy target for UCPNM to confirm feelings of deprivation and 
exclusion, and use these as a recruitment mechanism (2003: 17).   
 
Like in most parts of the country, Hinduism dominates. However, since the hills contain a 
population made up of Buddhist Mongoloids and Indo-Arics, Hindu beliefs and traditions are 
intermingled with Buddhist and Animist influences. Besides the Thakuri (Chetrri’s) and 
Magars, Rukum accommodates mainly Brahmins and Dalits, and a multitude of other caste 
groups composed of several families such as the Rai, the Newars, and the Gurungs, etc. (CBS 
2007). In the general description of Nepal, it was indicated that the distribution of land favors 
the elites and high caste groups (Rotberg 2006: 9). In the Rukum district, however, there are 
some small differences, but in general terms land is distributed relatively homogenously 
(Thapa ed. 2003: 187-190). Essentially, all of Rukum’s inhabitants are poor.  
                                                      
292.   Through kinship ties Rukum is connected to the Palace. The sister of King Gyanendra, Princess Shobha, 
married Prince Man Bahadur Sahi, a descendant of the Rukum-kot rulers. Another sister of Gyanendra married 
Prince Khadkha Bikram Shah from Musikot, who is a descendant of the Jumli rulers in Rukum. Furthermore, 
there are strong relations between King Mahendra and Gyanendra and the descendants of the Jajarkot kings 
who migrated from Jajarkot to Baflikot VDC in the Rukum district (Gersony 2003: 15). 
293.    The Magars are the largest ethnic minority in Nepal; on the national level they represent seven percent 
(1.6 million). Nepal’s total population (CBS 2001). They are concentrated in the western hill area of Nepal (Bista 
2001: 17-19). The Magars speak their own local languages (Kham in Rukum/Rolpa, Khas ). This shows their  
affinity to the Tibeto-Burmese tongue and culture.  Just like other ‘people from the hills’ they are often dubbed 





‘Artist reflection Peer to Pier project’  
 
A performance was created part of the Peer to Pier project, entitled ‘the voyage’. The 
supervisor and internal examiner were invited to watch the performance and attend the 
after talk. Images, PR, and reviews of the performance are summarized here:   
http://reinventinghome.net/start/gallery/#peertopier 
http://reinventinghome.net/start/local-chapters/peer-to-pier/ 
In the Peer to Pier project’s performance “The Voyage”, I attempted to create a ‘space’ where 
knowing is acknowledged as being discontinuous and history is not a chronologically whole 
story, but a fragmented curation (ArendT 2007). A ‘space’ where female memories of loss, 
growth, insecurity, and dreams were shared in a fragmented way – through songs, dances, 
stories, and other sensory input. The performance was made in a developmental theatre 
way, where all the female performers send in a fragment in which they reflected on their 
successes, failures, vulnerabilities and strengths. The fragment could be a piece of writing, a 
song, a movie part, or a movement phrase. The performance was staged in the Aberdeen 
harbour, where Hong Kong received the ‘Vietnamese boat people’ in 1975. No distinction 
was made between the ‘refugees’ and ‘non-refugees’. It was a sensory reflection of females 
who researched which parts of their body landscapes were not fully inhabited and alive yet. 
Which parts of their potential left their mother/land too early. The way in which they 
engaged the audience was a way to pose questions and make the audience think about their 
“refugee or inhabitant’ status regarding both their body landscape and potential. The main 
individual reflections can be summarized as follows:  
 
1. Rebecca Pik Kei Wong (HK dancer/choreographer)  
If I look to the right of the building in which we perform (mountains/greens) I feel like a 
mother, if I look to the left (sea/ocean) I feel like a daughter.  
  
With this comment she indicated in the after talks that we all have parts in which we feel 
strong and fulfilled, but we also have parts where we feel uncertain, and long to be 

























2. Ivy Tsui (HK dancer/choreographer)  
 
The first part of the performance is in a setting that is very framed, and we work with arrows 
as an image. In the last part we play with feathers and engage with the image of the open 
sea. Interacting with females from another culture (Dutch) made me reflect on how much 
structure, and framing we need to develop and grow? Is there real safety in blind and rigidly 
following what is told? I remember friends leaving high school and being used to the Hong 
Kong culture where they are told what to do and which instructions to follow, then the world 
lays open and they panic. In our culture, people think they can find safety in protocols, in 





   
Feather part  
 
I had to think of a feather as a counter symbol to the strong framing. The feather and how it 
moves is a more organic and circular energy; there is an element of surprise when interacting 
with it, and it stays with you on your skin when you dance with it as if it is protecting you. I 
then became interested in finding the ‘feather’ in all of us. The softness, the place where we 




3. Jeannine La Rose (NL – musical singer)  
 
While reflecting on growth and being an inhabitant or refugee of my own potential, I had to 
think of the process of creating Pure Attention, a cd I released.294 In this process I question: 
what happens if I become silent, no longer listening to all the noise around me, and then speak 
from there. When I become silent, what is the “tiny voice” that speaks? The figure Tom Thumb  
in European literature is a nice symbol of a little but powerful voice. Tom Thumb is as little as 
a grain of dust, or a thumb, but nonetheless very powerful. When he sits in a horse ear and 
whispers, it is as if he shouts.295 How can we create an environment where we support 
ourselves and others to develop listening skills to hear that Tom Thumb voice that could 
symbolize our authenticity? And how can we channel this into our artistic creations?   
 
 
4. Constanze Lee (HK – musician) & Ilse Evers (NL – Choreographer/dancer)  
  
Constanze’ fragment focused on Virginia Woolf’s story of 'Street Haunting'. It is about insight 
and enlightenment regarding the nature of the “self.”  
                                                      
294    https://itunes.apple.com/us/album/pure-attention!/id477899448 
   
402 
Virginia Woolf probes the question of how people can 
feel ‘at two places at once’,  ‘which is the true self’,  and 
explains what can be done to remedy the questioning 
through the eyes of a character, presumably an author, 
crossing London to buy a pencil. The author places 
many contrasting characters; dwarves, blind men, 
arguing spouses, etc., along the path to illustrate how 
numerous dichotomies are, how, after years of 
exposure, we unconsciously learn to see things as 
opposing, and how it could be bad for us. In the end, 
the Woolf is quelled of her desires, whole with 
understanding, and made peaceful by the purchase. 
The narrator takes us along the road to discover that 
the self is a synthesis of opposing forces.   
 
Ilse Evers contributed by sending in a documentary of 
Ann van De Broek (a Belgium choreographer) named 
“Lady in Black”. It shows how Ann is warm, engaged, 
hard and determined, loved and hated as a 
choreographer.  
Constanze and Ilse’s fragments led to the following focus in the performance: how can we be 
all we are as females; how can we allow contradiction; how can we be non-judgmental 
towards the different qualities we and others embody? In the performance this was 
materialized through my solo in the middle of the piece. Here, I interacted with a violin player, 
embodying first a ‘Amelie-like light and naive energy’, then a ‘tiger-determined movement 
quality’, and thirdly a ‘contemplative – big bird- energy’, hovering and watching at situation 
from a distance. Also, in the solo the imagery of a bucket of flowers was used, which looks 
different from every angle, making a reference to allowing contradictions that together form 
a whole.  
 
 
5. May Yeung (HK sculptor) & Trista Ma (HK video artist) 
Both May and Trista decided to highlight “solitude” in relation to “refugee and growth”. Trista 
was inspired by the following sources:  
a) Siddhartha, a novel from Hermann Hesse. We are people without a fixed land. We travel 
from city to city, looking forward to something that gives meaning to our existence. Hesse 
has found meaning (of existence) in book. What about us?  
b) Edward Hopper, Munch, and Mark Rothko’s painting  
c) Film “Tony Takitani” from Murakami Haruki’s novel  
d) From Taiwanese singer Summer Lei(雷光夏). The song’s name is “The Light of Darkness” 
“黑暗之光”. The sound of sea is great.  https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xA2LHTsUp_E 
 
In the performance, the stories shared during the performative journey reflected on the role 
of solitude in the growth processes. Also, there was one point where the audience was 
invited into a very small place. Silence was what they encountered. While still being a bit 
dazzled, Jeannine, the singer, would start to whisper and sing over them, like a mother 





May created a sculpture entitled “ICHI” that was the starting point of the performance. It 
included this artistic statement:  
 
The commonality of artists across disciplines is solitude. Living in solitude means being 
luxuriously immersed in your passion, be it sculpture, photography or dance. The process of 
becoming aware of the fullness of your own presence can be painful. It can be a tug of war 
between being fearful of loneliness and having a strong desire for solitude. Solitude provides 
artists strength to embark on a journey from one point in life to another. After all, no one can 
guide us but ourselves; we ourselves must walk the path. The journey of an artist begins by 
cracking the eggshell painfully and slowly. In a world that poses challenges to every human 
being, the artist, who is reborn after experiencing solitude, is ready to go on a journey to rebel 
against traditions and discover oneself. For the artist, life can come and go like a feather in 
the wind; thus, one must hold fast to our dreams and soar with one’s own wings. Fly high, as 
art is unlimited in space and indefinite in duration. As part of Peer to Pier project, May Yeung 
presents Ichi (One), encouraging artists and viewers to embrace solitude and pursue their 
dreams.   
 
An impression of ICHI as a part of The Voyage performance can be found in the documentary 
shared earlier, as well as in the photo below.  
~ The Voyage ~  
 
Speak, even if your voice is trembling . 
   
 
Believe, it will be worth the risk you're taking.
  
 
What if the path you choose   
becomes your road   
 
The grounds you take your home.  
 
~ The Voyage ~  
 
Speak, even if your voice is trembling . 
   
 
Believe, it will be worth the risk you're taking.
  
 
What if the path you ch ose   
becomes your road   
 
The grounds you take your home.  
 
~ The Voyage ~  
 
Speak, even if your voice is trembling . 
   
 
Believe, it will be worth the risk you're taking.
  
 
What if the path you choose   
becomes your road   
 
The grounds you take your home.  
 
~ The Voyage ~  
 
Speak, even if your voice is trembling . 
   
 
Believe, it will be worth the risk you're taking.
  
 
What if the path you choose   
becomes your road   
 
The grounds you take your home.  
 





Research notes on the ‘detachment’ movement exploration and poem 
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------ 
In Spinoza and the Politics of Renaturalization, Hasana Sharp reminds us that every 
encounter between bodies modifies the bodies that encounter one another, such that their 
affects– their capacities for acting and being acted upon –gain or lose power. Another way 
to express this is to say that the “brain is a cultural organ – experience shapes the brain”. 296 
My first duet with a young Hong Kong dancer, learns me that I easily move into a stage 
where I sense and give a response from my skinosphere (as Nancy Stark297 would call it). I 
barely use my sight, but travel internal, and let me skin do the sensing and dialogue work. I 
decide to open my sight and look. It is as if a new part of my nerve system wakes up. I am 
more present, and less meditative, and like the new options it brings along.  
 
In my second duet, where we go a step further, not only touch and response, but making a 
clear choice by going along with the touch of the other or we do not react and hold. My 
dance dialogue is with I-dance festival artistic director Victor Ma. In silence, I hesitate if I 
want to keep with my newly found challenge to not draw inwards but to use my visual 
sight. I decide to stay a little longer with this challenge. Nonetheless, afterwards when we 
reflect on each other’s dance dialogue. The commentary of the other artists is that they felt 
our duet was initiated and shaped mainly by the sensory awareness of the skin and 
internal, not so much through hearing or sight. I conclude that some habits are difficult to 
let go of, since they are so deeply ingrained. During the group improvisation at the end of 
Fearghus workshop, I wrote and performed (poetry/dance performance) the following 
poem ‘detachment’. In the weeks after, the initial observations regarding “detachment” 
and our habitual patterns of how we use our senses, deepens and extends to reflect on 
how a meeting with someone from another culture, with its own and distinct ways of 
thinking and going about things can be challenging and inspirational at the same time. It 
might ‘tempt’ you to let go of the familiar, and discover new ways of moving, new ways of 
being. This is when the dance connected to the poem in Lai Chi Kok harbor, Hong Kong, that 
is visible on the video, started to develop.  
                                                      
296. Ed Tronick in Van der Kolk (2014),  The Body Keeps The Score, New York: Viking Penguin, p 86 
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